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This study seeks to provide a structural explanation for a poorly understood 
administrative and policy phenomenon: the problem of minority overrepresentation or 
disproportionality in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems. Disproportionality is 
a pressing policy and practice concern regarding how to halt the continual over 
representation of African American and other minority youth in the child welfare and 
juvenile justice systems.  It has social and policy implications at the national, state and 
local level.  Disporportionality affects the lives of youth who are unnecessarily removed 
from their families or adjudicated and detained as well as state and local budgets when 
scarce financial resources are spent in costly interventions like detention, juvenile 
correctional facilities, residential treatment and foster care.  
A qualitative comparative, explanatory case study methodology treated front line 
bureaucrats as experts about what transpires within the child welfare and juvenile justice 
systems and essentially asked those making decisions “what do you think is going on?”.  
Thirty-six people were interviewed in two localities regarding the role of professional 
decision making in generating or maintaining policies and procedures that affect 
disproportionality.  Disproportionality in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems in 
these localities was explored with the goal that the collective insight of these decision 
makers might result in a greater understanding and explanation of the structural causes of 
the problem.   Participants identified that professional bias is a significant factor affecting 
assessment at every decision point in the system.  Although these findings are case 
specific and cannot be generalized they add to the literature by providing insights that are 
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transferable about how race is a factor in public administration decision making.  The 
study has implications for policy makers who may need to consider the structural nature 
and insidiousness of such differential decision making prior to implementing further 
policies.  It also suggests that the colorblind civility engaged in by many public 
administrators since the post-civil rights era, is a form of collective, public collusion that 
denies the existence of deeply held racial biases and the reality of institutionalized 




This work is dedicated first to God for his mercy and grace and second to the 
wonderful teachers He has placed in my path to guide and sustain me. My interest in this 
topic is the result of several influential people and a culmination of personal and 
professional experience.  I dedicate this work to Nelson Mandela for his ability to engage 
people in transformative conversations about race that produced reconciliation and peace.  
I also dedicate it to the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. whose teachings greatly 
influenced my life and interest in this topic.  As I child I was troubled by the hatred and 
violence expressed towards people whose skin color was darker than mine.   I can still 
see with vivid detail, my second grade classroom and instruction suspended as we all 
cried at the televised pictures of his assassination.   
This project has its foundations in a weekly counseling group of five African 
American middle school boys twenty years ago who struggled to stay out of trouble and 
pass on to high school.  The thing they had most in common was the color of their skin 
and similar struggles with the world that anecdotally to their great frustration did not 
seem fair.  Although I was supposedly teaching them social and conflict resolution skills, 
it is I, who learned the most from them.  They afforded me the opportunity to see the 
world from their eyes, a racial lens where the world feared them and treated them 
differently. The lessons they provided during one hour a week started me on a journey to 
investigate and learn about racial bias and ultimately this dissertation.   
The dedication of this work also includes those teachers along my life’s path 
whose rich and varied wisdom is reflected in this project especially Dr. Berhanu 
Mengistu and his teachings about the structural causes of conflict and to Dr. Mohamed 
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Alkadry for leading me to two very influential authors, Edward Said (Orientalism)  and 
Hannah Arendt (The Origins of Totalitarianism). There have been many other teachers 
along the way and this work reflects the insights learned from Bishop Frank Allen, Dr. 
Hughlett Powell, Andrea Cleaves, Elaine Braithwaite, William Stallings, Seko Varner, 
and Shaun Sharpe.  Lastly, I dedicate this work to the courageous participants who shared 
their deeply personal views about racial bias in the child welfare and juvenile justice 
systems.  I was, and continue to be honored by their candor, trust and belief that the 






Perpetual optimism is a force multiplier, Colin Powell 
 
This research represents the power of optimism and its ability to motivate people to 
accomplish seemingly impossible tasks.  To explore the topic of race requires considerable 
optimism in the future and in the ability of humanity to ultimately overcome deeply ingrained 
biases toward people unlike themselves, the “Other”.  It also represents the optimistic belief that 
social problems no matter how complex can be solved and that insight about a problem precedes 
a solution to the problem.   
My committee and department have exhibited endless optimism and support of a project 
that has taken a very long time to complete.  The completion of this work honors Dr. Berhanu 
Mengistu and his years of mentoring, teaching and guidance and especially for challenging me to 
persevere and for sharing his insights regarding racial conflict.  I am also greatly indebted to my 
other wonderful committee members Dr. Mohamed Alkadry, Dr. Thomas Chapman, Dr. Michael 
Clemons and Dr. William Leavitt.  Thank you Dr. Alkadry for coaching me to conceive this 
project and for infusing a sense of joy into the process.  Dr. Chapman, I will never forget that you 
encouraged me to “let the data speak for itself” and that you demanded I strive to be an 
exceptional qualitative researcher.  Dr. Clemons I appreciate your urgings to consider the greater 
implications of this research.  I can’t thank you enough Dr. Leavitt for your comments and 
support throughout this very long process.  My methodology professors, Dr. John Lombard and 
Dr. Danica Hayes, did an excellent job of preparing me to conduct this research.  I couldn’t have 
even started this process if Dr. John Morris hadn’t granted me the opportunity, and to him and his 
belief that I could and would complete this work, I am deeply indebted.   
I would also like to express my deep appreciation to the Virginia Department of Juvenile 
Justice for approving this research and allowing me to enter their system and interview numerous 
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employees and analyze documents.  Influential in supporting this research, assisting in accessing 
archival data and gaining Department approval are the DJJ Research Department, Demian 
Futterman, Ms. Beth Stinnett, Mr. Kevin Moran, Ms. Claudette Overton, Ms. Olymphia Perkins, 
Ms. Sharon Jaronzcyk and Ms. Ashaki McNeil.  I am especially indebted to the Honorable 
Jerrauld Jones for his continuous support of this research. 
There are numerous people who participated in this research or helped facilitate the 
process to include the Norfolk Department of Human Services, Norfolk Interagency Consortium, 
Norfolk Court Service Unit, Norfolk Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court, Norfolk 
Commonwealth Attorney’s Office, Norfolk Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI) 
Special Populations Subcommittee, Virginia Beach Court Service Unit, Virginia Beach Juvenile 
and Domestic Relations Court, Virginia Beach Department of Human Services, Virginia Beach 
Family Assessment and Planning Team (FAPT) and Virginia Beach Juvenile Detention 
Alternatives Initiative (JDAI) Committee. This research would have never happened without their 
collective interest and support.  I am grateful for the many people from these agencies who 
provided with great frankness, their opinions about the causes of disproportionality. I am honored 
by the trust they placed in me and for their overwhelming desire to change the circumstances that 
result in disporportionality. 
To my parents, Ron Frola and Alda Lloyd I am grateful for instilling in me the 
value of education and hard work and although they did not live to see the completion of 
this work, they were instrumental in setting me on this path.  To my husband, Rob 
Joyner, I am forever grateful for your unwavering belief in me and support of this project.  
Your constant faith in my ability to finish this work is a gift I can never repay. I am also 
grateful for the love and support of my beautiful sisters Josie, Cathy and Margaret, my 
step-mother Charlotte, and my mother-in-law Patty.  My life is blessed by many 
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wonderful relationships that have supported me in this process to include extended and 
adopted family and life-long friendships. I also acknowledge Luke, my chocolate lab and 
faithful companion of 14 years who died just before I completed this project.  He spent 
many a long night at my feet while I worked on this project. 
I also acknowledge the influence of Dr. Rodney Napier on setting lofty goals 
which are nothing without the rigor to achieve them.  This work has been a lesson in rigor 
and self discipline.  Lastly I would like to thank the invaluable assistance provided by 
fellow students and sojourners Dr. Brandi Blessett, Dr.Vivian Greentree and Stephanie 
Johannou, my deceased friend Dr. Elizabeth Vogel, and Dr. Vicki Radar, my freshman 
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In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, Stivers (2007, p. 48) wrote a controversial 
essay, challenging public administrators to confront the role of race in decision making 
by asking “Does racism ever shape the way public administrators make decisions?” Her 
essay, published in a special issue of Public Administration Review concludes with an 
appeal to public administrators to explore the significance of race in both policy and 
practice and the ways in which societal attitudes towards African Americans shape 
decision making. With that challenge in mind, this research explores the significance of 
race as a factor in public administrator decision making and how such decisions might 
contribute to the overrepresentation of African American youth in the child welfare and 
juvenile justice systems.  
Despite over thirty years of research and policy initiatives the problem of minority 
overrepresentation continues to challenge public administrator practitioners in human 
service agencies.  While poverty and family structure have been identified in the 
literature as causal variables and appear to contribute significantly to the need for child 
welfare and juvenile justice interventions they do not alone adequately explain the 
persistence of disproportionality in these systems.  Additionally, although various policy 
initiatives have been successful at reducing the overall numbers of non-White youth in 
care or confinement, minority youth continue to be consistently over represented.  
Disproportionality in the child welfare and juvenile justice system has been found to 
affect other minority groups like Hispanic and Native American youth, but this research 
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is specifically interested in African American youth and the role that professional 
discretionary decision making may play as a contributing factor to circumstances which 
create and maintain their disproportionate numbers in overall caseloads.  
 This research framed the problem of disproportionality in the child welfare and 
juvenile justice systems as fundamentally a public administration problem and issue of 
social equity.  All the agencies involved are state and local government entities and 
“street-level bureaucrat” (Lipsky, 1980) decision makers have tremendous discretionary 
power which may mirror individual or system bias and result in differential policy and 
practice outcomes and racial inequity (Alexander, 1997; Alexander & Stivers, 2010; 
Alkadry & Blessett, 2010; Stivers, 2007; Lipsky, 1980).  Social equity in public 
administration practice is challenged by the fact that the very people who are uniquely 
positioned to solve the problem may be part of the problem and may participate in 
“…subtle and routine discriminatory interactions...” (Alexander, 1997, p. 348).  Policy 
makers have been accused of “…endlessly adoring the question…” (Bell & Ridolfi, 
2008, p. 15); continuing to engage in dialogue about the problem without finding a 
solution to disproportionality.  If the field is ever going to make headway in addressing 
this issue a different set of questions need to be asked including “…how such 
demonstrateable patterns are rooted in shared but undiscussed and often unconscious 
assumptions and interpretations of race on the part of the public administrator (Alexander 






Definition of Disproportionality 
The literature on disproportionality utilizes different terms interchangeably; 
however, the terms over representation, disproportionality and disproportionate minority 
contact (DMC) generally mean the same thing.   A formal definition of minority 
overrepresentation is provided by the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act 
2002 and Code of Federal Regulations as the:  “Proportion of juveniles detained or 
confined in secure detention facilities, secure correctional facilities, jails, and lockups 
who are members of minority groups if such proportion exceeds the proportion such 
groups represent in the general population” (Devine, Coolbaugh, & Jenkins, 1998, p. 2).   
Disproportionality is a relative term reserved for comparison between groups and 
compares a racial groups’ representation for a specific event or decision point to their 
overall representation in the general population.  In the child welfare and juvenile 
systems, its usage refers to the number of children from a racial group that is larger than 
the number of that same group in the general population (Chapin Hall Center for 
Children, 2008).   Disproportionate minority contact (DMC) is used most frequently in 
the juvenile justice literature while over representation and disproportionality are most 
often used in the child welfare and social work literature.  Except when quoting specific 
research, this study will follow the practice set forth by the University of Chicago's 
Chapin Hall Center for the Children and will use disproportionality. 
While disparity and disproportionality are also found to be used interchangeably, 
they however do not mean the same thing.  Disparity refers to a state of difference or 
inequality and is often used to "…describe differences in the experiences of children with 
respect to their level of contact with the juvenile justice and child welfare systems…" 
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(Chapin Hall Center for Children, 2008 p. 14).  Disparity is "...the proportion of children 
within a race/ethnicity who experience an event when compared to other racial groups 
experiencing the same event.  This 'event' can be related to treatment, services and/or 
resources" (Bilchik, 2010, p. 15).  Disparity in intervention, treatment and access has 
been found to lead to disproportionality. 
Disproportionality is measured using a simple calculation of proportions called 
the Relative Rate Index (RRI) developed by Puzzanchera & Adams (2010) and the Office 
of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) and used to calculate 
disproportionality rates and compare rates of juvenile justice contact by youth from 
different racial groups. Both the child welfare and juvenile justice systems use the 
formula shown below (Figure 1.1) to calculate disproportionality ratio's at several 
different decision points. For example a RRI for arrested youth of 2.0 means that the 
minority youth arrest rate is twice that of the White arrest rate.   
 
 




Disproportionality =  Number of Black youth in juvenile justice  
    Total number of children in juvenile justice  
   _________________________________ 
 
   Number of Black youth in general population  
     Number of youth in the general population 
    
 
There are nine decision points commonly identified in the juvenile justice system 
(Feyerherm, Snyder and Villarruel, 2009) and five decision points (Derezotes, et al, 
2005) in the child welfare system.  These decision points, illustrated in Table 1.1, mark 
places where professionals in the system act as gatekeepers (Downs, 1967) and decide to 
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intervene or not.  Disproportionality ratios are calculated at these various points to track 
outcomes for different population groups.  Disproportionality has been found to be a 
problem at all decision points. 
 
Table 1.1: Decision Points in the Juvenile Justice and Child Welfare Systems Used 
to Measure Disproportionality. 
 
Decision Points in Juvenile Justice 
 
Decision Points in Child Welfare 
Arrest Arrest Report Screen In 
Handle Informally Screen Out 




No charges taken Complaint 
Unfounded 
Diversion Handle at Intake Intervention Removal 
Not diverted In-home Services 
Detention Secure Detention Type of Placement Foster care 









Petition Proceeds to 
Adjudication 
Guilty-Delinquent   
Not Guilty 
Probation Probation   
No Probation 
Commitment/Removal 






Transfer to Adult 
System 
Certified as an adult 










Statement of the Problem 
Throughout the United States minority populations are disproportionately more 
likely than their White or Caucasian counterparts to have contact with the child welfare 
and/or juvenile justice systems and rates of overrepresentation increase the farther into 
the system a child moves (Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2006, 
2009; Synder & Sickmund, 2006; Dunbar & Barth, 2007).  The issue has been the focus 
of various policy initiatives in the juvenile justice systems, to reduce minority over 
representation to include the following: 
 In 1988 Congress amended the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention (JJDP) Act of 1974 and mandated all states participating in the 
Formula Grants Program address disproportionate minority confinement 
in their state plans.  
 In 1991, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 
(OJJDP) created the Disproportionate Minority Confinement (DMC) 
initiative to help states comply with the mandate and initiate various 
strategies to reduce the problem.  
 Congress heightened efforts to address DMC by passing an amendment in 
1992 to the JJDP Act that tied twenty-five percent of each state’s Formula 
Grant allocation to compliance in reducing DMC. In order to receive Title 
II Formula Grant Funds, states must develop policies and practices that 
demonstrate compliance with four criteria: 1) implement laws which 
deinstitutionalize status offenders and non-offenders; 2) separate adults 
and juveniles in secure institutions; 3) eliminate the practice of detaining 
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or confining juveniles in adult jails and lockups; and 4) address efforts to 
reduce disproportionate minority contact throughout the juvenile justice 
system.   
 In 2002, Congress amended the JJDP Act yet again, this time requiring all 
states participating in the Formula Grants Program to include in their state 
plans, strategies for broadening the scope of DMC from disproportionate 
minority “confinement” to disproportionate minority “contact," adding 
pressure to states' to reduce not only the number of minority youth in 
confinement but also the number of youth involved in the juvenile justice 
system (OJJDP, 2006).    
Other initiatives include government and private funding for projects to reduce 
disproportionality.  The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) 
and The Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA) provide grant money and technical 
assistance to states and localities, the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation 
has awarded over 10 million in grants and the Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative 
(JDAI) is a program sponsored by the Annie E. Casey Foundation designed to reduce the 
number of youth in detention with a particular emphasis on disproportionality. Despite 
these initiatives, few states have achieved results in actually changing racial and ethnic 
disparities (Bell & Ridolfi, 2008). 
 
Research Purpose 
The issue of disproportionality in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems 
has been substantially quantified in a number of studies but persists as a poorly 
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understood administrative and policy phenomenon.  The purpose of this research was to 
provide depth to the knowledge base about disproportionality not previously done and to 
understand versus measure the phenomenon and elucidate its’ potential structural causes.  
Front-line bureaucratic decision makers were viewed as experts about what transpires 
within the child welfare and juvenile justice systems and this research essentially asked 
those making decisions “what do you think is going on?”.  The role of professional 
decision making in generating or maintaining policies and procedures that affect 
disproportionality was explored with the goal that the collective insight of these decision 
makers might result in a greater understanding and explanation of the problem.    
The over representation of African American youth in child welfare and juvenile 
justice systems is treated as an outcome of decisions made at various points in the system.  
Youth who enter the child welfare and juvenile justice systems encounter a number of 
professionals who make assessments about their needs, risk of harm or threat of harm to 
someone else, and make decisions that may result in being removed from their home and 
community.  Throughout each system there are a number of ‘decision points’ where 
professionals function as gatekeepers (Downs, 1967), making determinations of risk or 
threat, accessing entry and often leading to greater and deeper involvement in the system.  
These gatekeepers are viewed as subject matter experts whose individual and collective 
knowledge and narrative experience may provide some insight about disproportionality.  
This research explores the bureaucratic frontline decision making processes from the 
lived experience and point of view of those making them, to assess how normative 
practices and values might result in a higher rate of African American youth represented 




Theoretical Framework and Conceptual Model 
 
The purpose of a theoretical framework and conceptual model is to create a 
foundation for the research. Both are based on a literature review consisting of 1) a 
review of research on disporportionality and racial bias as a causal variable; and 2) a 
review of theoretical literature to identify a preliminary theory for why disproportionality 
might persist and a framework for the research question and methodology.  Three 
theories form the basis of the theoretical framework guiding the development of a 
conceptual model, and research questions to explore aspects of professional decision 
making that may contribute to disproportionality.  Those theories include Systems 
Theory, Constructivist Theory and Critical Race Theory.   
Systems Theory (Bertalanffy, 1951; Kast and Rosenzweig, 1972) and specifically 
theories exploring the ways in which organizational systems influence human service 
work and client outcomes (Glisson, 2002; Glisson & James, 2002; Hemmelgarn, Glisson 
& James, 2006) provide the foundational theory for conceptualizing disproportionality as 
a systems-level problem.  Organizations are dynamic, ecological, open entities that 
consist of multiple subsystems, each interacting and influencing each other and the 
broader contextual environment.  Child welfare and juvenile justice agencies are often 
discussed in the same literature because they each represent complementary and 
interactive organizations or subsystems that form a larger child focused service delivery 
system.   Shared professional beliefs, attitudes and values within that system form a 
social context (Glisson, 2002, p. 233) which may act as a restraining force against federal 
and state level efforts to reduce disproportionality.  
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Lewin’s (1951) force field analysis model is adapted to demonstrate how child 
welfare and juvenile justice organizations manifest both driving forces that support 
change and restraining forces that oppose change.  In this conceptualization, certain 
organizational behavior is viewed as a restraining force against efforts to reduce 
disproportionality and affecting service outcomes (Glisson and James, 2002). Ultimately, 
organizations seek equilibrium between driving and restraining forces which in this 
model, equates to maintaining the status quo or disproportionality.  Examples of driving 
forces for change in this model include state and federal initiatives and programs funded 
by the Annie E. Casey Foundation to reduce disproportionality.   
The second theory used in the formulation of the theoretical framework and 
conceptual model is Social Constructivism. Its’ importance to the research lies in its 
relationship to theories on constructed reality and shared professional values and attitudes 
about clients.  Social Constructivism is used to analyze how disproportionality may be a 
function of a constructed professional reality that influences the way that children in the 
system are assessed, diagnosed and treated.   
The concept that reality is not based on an objective and universal truth was first 
developed by Berger & Luckman (1967) who proposed that people and their reciprocal 
interactions with each other reinforce beliefs and expected behavior.  Professional group 
reality is therefore jointly constructed and reinforced by its members.  Socially 
constructed identities not only affect public policy which have the potential to generate 
various forms of oppression (Sneider and Ingram, 1993), but stereotypes which permeate 
public consciousness and decision-making about powerless groups may also lead to the 
social marginalization of certain groups, deemed as “Other” (Arendt, 1968; Said, 1978).  
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Social Constructivism invites disproportionality to be conceived as the outcome of social 
constructions about minority youth that differ from other dominant groups. 
Critical Race Theory (CRT) is the third theory in this framework and is attributed 
to several legal scholars (Bell, 1987; Delgado, 1995; Crenshaw, et al, 1995) who argue 
racism is fundamentally about political and economic power.  CRT, which is rooted in 
Critical Theory and the Marxist critique of Capitalism, seeks to confront the structural 
nature of racism and emancipate minorities, particularly African Americans from 
political, economic and judicial forms of oppression. It provides the theoretical basis for 
exploring Strivers’ challenge: “Does racism ever shape the way public administrators 
make decisions?” (2007, p.48) by specifically examining how tacit assumptions about 
African American youth have been normalized and institutionalized.   
The Conceptual Model, illustrated in Figure 1.2, diagrams the conceptualized 
relationship between these theories, professional decision making and disproportionality.  
It forms the basis of framing the development of propositions, research questions, and 
selection of methodology and data collection methods.  Disproportionality may persist 
because there are structural factors within the child welfare and juvenile justice systems 
that maintain the status quo and resist change.  Lewin’s (1951) adapted model is used to 
place disproportionality in an organizational context where forces that work both for and 
against disproportionality co-exist.   
A review of the research on disproportionality identifies four main causal 
variables: poverty, family structure, client behaviors (criminal/delinquent behavior) and 
racial bias of professionals within the system.  Professional decision making as 
potentially racially biased and its’ contribution to disproportionality is the variable of 
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focus in this research and is shown in the conceptual model as if it is being extracted.  
This research seeks to isolate it for investigation and extract it from the confounding 
influence of the other variables which may also function as restraining forces.  The model 
conceptualizes the over representation of African American youth, as the dependent 
variable (DV), which is affected by organizational and professional behavior in the child 
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This research investigates factors in professional decision making that may 
reinforce disproportionality from the point of view of those making the decisions.  
Specifically, the research explores professional beliefs about how collective values, 
normative practices, attitudes and structures may or may not sustain a higher rate of 
African American youth represented in both systems. 
The primary research question explored by this dissertation is: 
1. How is disproportionality in child welfare and juvenile justice systems 
maintained by professional normative practices and values?  
Four additional research questions emerged as a result of qualitative methods and 
include:  
2.1 From the viewpoint of the participants, what are the causes of 
disproportionality and how and where does it manifest?  
2.2 From the viewpoint of the participants, how are African American youth and 
families treated differently or similarly from their Caucasian counterparts?   
2.3 From the viewpoint of participants how is racial bias in these systems 
observed?  
2.4 How do professional beliefs about disproportionality differ across decision 








Rationale for Selection of Qualitative Methods 
 A qualitative, explanatory, comparative case study methodology was selected as 
the best method to explore professional viewpoints about the causes of disproportionality 
and causal linkages between professional decision making and resulting 
overrepresentation of African American youth in the child welfare and juvenile justice 
systems.  The researcher essentially asked professional gatekeepers “what’s going on 
here” as a way of explaining its persistence and answering “…how such demonstrateable 
patterns are rooted in shared but undiscussed and often unconscious assumptions and 
interpretations of race on the part of the public administrator (Alexander and Stivers, 
2010, p. 579).  
Previous research using quantitative methods has confirmed that 
disproportionality is a problem in child welfare and juvenile justice systems.  Various 
studies have quantified the problem and made recommendations that further research 
delve into the role that professional attitudes and values may play in decision making at 
various decision points in the process.  Table 1.2 highlights recommendations from 
several studies in the literature review supporting the need for different methodological 






Table 1.2: Recommendations from Selected Research Supporting Qualitative 
Methods 
Author Study Title  Recommendations 
Susan A. McCarter, 1997 Understanding the 
Overrepresentation of 
Minorities in Virginia’s 
Juvenile Justice System 
“Thus micro, mezzo, macro 
psychological, racial, 
socioeconomic, familial, 
educational, structural, and 
political factors should be 
examined in order to reach a 
better understanding of the 
phenomenon of minority 
overrepresentation …” (p. 66). 
Marian S. Harris & Wanda 
Hackett, 2008 
Decision Points in child 
welfare: An action research 
model to address 
disproportionality. 
Child and Youth Services 
Review 30 (2), 199-215. 
“Further research is needed to 
examine individual as well as 
systemic racism and the impact 
on children of color and their 
families …. Further research 
should continue to evaluate 
and explore relationships 
among key decision points, 
check and balances at each 
decision point, and the 
associations among SES..” (p. 
213) 
Robert B. Hill, 2008 Gaps in Research and Public 
Policies. Child Welfare. 87 (2), 
359-367. 
“…more studies that examine 
whether workers’ stereotypes 
about poor or minority families 
contribute to disproportionality 
in child welfare are needed”. 
(p.361) 
Donna M. Bishop, Michael 
Leiber & Joseph Johnson, 
2010 
Contexts of Decision Making in 
the Juvenile Justice System: An 
Organizational Approach to 
Understanding Minority 
Overrepresentation. Youth 
Violence and Juvenile Justice. 
8 (3), 213-233. 
“Finally, future research would 
do well to test directly the 
assumptions that have guided 
this analysis. Research into 
variations in the normative and 
value orientations and 
priorities that different 
organizational actors bring to 
the table would be helpful, 
particularly at those processing 
junctures that we have 
described as loosely coupled. 
Although difficult and labor 
intensive, qualitative analysis 
of the inter-organizational 
dynamics among the players in 
different action sets as 
decisions are being made is 
likely to be especially 
valuable” (p. 228) 
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A qualitative methodology was selected to elucidate previous research findings by 
providing depth and detail about the phenomenon and explore the role of front-line 
decision making as one if its’ potential underlying causes.  The comparative case study 
investigated causal relationships and sought to identify the ways in which 
disproportionality may be maintained as well as determine how African American youth 
and families are assessed and treated differently from other racial groups.  
Rationale for Selection of the Explanatory versus Exploratory Case Study Method 
The case study was selected as the best method for investigating the complexities 
and particularities (Stake, 1995) of disproportionality in the child welfare and juvenile 
justice systems.  This research initially set out to “explore” the phenomenon of 
disproportionality from the viewpoint of various decision makers in order to understand 
the role that professional decision making might play in perpetuating and maintaining 
disproportionality in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems.  However, during the 
initial interviews it became clear that disproportionality as a phenomenon did not need to 
be “uncovered” but rather understood from the point of view and lived experience of 
those who daily witness and are part of its occurrence.  Participants readily provided their 
own explanations for the phenomenon and talked openly about the “…undiscussed and 
often unconscious assumptions and interpretations of race…” (Alexander and Stivers, 
2010, p. 579).  Although the word “explore” appears throughout the text, this was not an 
exploratory-pilot research project.  An explanatory case study was the emergent 
methodology chosen as the most appropriate qualitative method to provide an 
explanation for and preliminary theory about disproportionality.   
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Explanatory case studies are best suited for investigations about causation, for 
answering “How” questions (Yin, 2009) and an excellent method for providing thick, 
description-rich and contextual information leading to understanding about a complex 
issue or phenomenon (Jensen & Rodgers, 2001; Stake, 1995; Yin, 1984, 2009).  The case 
study evolved into an explanatory instead of exploratory study and was supported by the 
Conceptual Model framing disproportionality as an outcome of professional decision 
making and primary research question asking “How is disproportionality in child welfare 
and juvenile justice systems maintained by professional normative practices and values?    
Case study research in the Public Administration field has long been used to gain 
insight about a variety of government programs and processes.  Notable public 
administration case study research includes the 1951 Inter-University Case Program 
which published twenty-six cases illuminating aspects related to public administration 
decision making including the case of the TVA Ammonia Plant and federal push to 
increase nitrogen production for the war effort (Stein, 1952). Case studies have been used 
to explore events like the Cuban missile crisis (Allison, 1971) and space shuttle 
Challenger disaster (Hult & Walcott, 1990) as well as the workings of governmental 
agencies like the National Labor Relations Board (Moe, 1985), and the Environmental 
Protection Agency (Wood, 1988).  Well known case studies exploring policy outcomes 
and development include Levy, Meltsner and Wildavsky’s (1974) groundbreaking case 
study of unintended policy outcomes in Oakland, California and Kingdon’s (2003) in-
depth review of federal policy-making processes. Public administration is an applied field 
where research should not only connect theory to practice but findings should be relevant 
to practitioners (Dodge, Ospina & Foldy, 2005; Bailey, 1992). The use of case study 
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method in this research allows for an investigation into disproportionality that is relevant 
to both public administration scholars and practitioners. 
Rationale for Comparison Case Study Method 
While case study research is the preferred method for researchers seeking 
understanding about, versus measurement of a phenomenon, it has been criticized as 
overused and lacking in academic quality and rigor (McCurdy and Cleary, 1984; White, 
1986; Adams & White, 1994).  The comparative case study is considered a more 
sophisticated, rigorous form of case study inquiry than the single case study and found to 
broaden understanding of a phenomenon through across-unit comparison which “..tease 
out generalizations about an underlying commonality…”(Jensen & Rodgers, 2001. 
p.238).  When a single, snapshot case study is employed, issues of internal validity, 
external validity and generalizability are more problematic.  The comparison case study 
method was selected for this research so that professional insights about the causes of 
disproportionality could be compared and contrasted across cases and the presence and/or 
significance of racial bias explored.  It was chosen with the expectation that findings 
from the across unit comparison would yield conclusions more generalizable or 
transferable to other child welfare and juvenile justice systems than a single case would 
be.   
Rationale for Selection of the Case and Comparison Case  
The “case” was defined as the phenomenon of disproportionality as it is 
manifested in and bounded by the child focused human services system in each selected 
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locality. Each case was bounded by four organizations that together form the child 
focused, human service network or “system” within two selected localities and include: 
1) the child welfare agency which is the local Department of Human Services (DHS), 
specifically the Child Protective Service (CPS) and Foster Care Units;  
2) the juvenile justice agency which is the Court Service Unit (CSU);  
3) public agencies that are directly affiliated with child welfare and juvenile justice to 
include Juvenile Judges (the Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court), the Juvenile 
Detention Center, Commonwealth Attorney’s Office, and members of committees set 
up address disproportionality (Juvenile Detention Alternative Initiatives and 
Disproportionate Minority Contact); and  
4) the organization in each locality that authorizes and oversees Comprehensive 
Services Act (CSA) funds for services to children involved in the child welfare and 
juvenile justice agencies. These agencies, shown in figure 1.3 below, function in an  
























interdependent manner in a variety of ways to include 1) many youth are involved in both 
the child welfare and juvenile justice system, 2) many delinquent cases first present 
before the juvenile court as custody matters, 3) the Department of Human Services 
oversees the budget for many Court Service Units in Virginia and 4) the Department of 
Human Services oversees the local detention centers. 
Cases were identified by searching state data bases and comparing rates of 
poverty, relative rate indices (rates of disproportionality), numbers of African American 
youth in foster care and number of single parent households by locality.  Two cases were 
selected for an across-case comparison, which manifest characteristics discussed in the 
literature review that are attributed to disproportionality.  The purpose of selecting a 
comparison case study was to compare findings across cases to verify, corroborate and 
substantiate findings.  In other words results found to be consistent across cases, 
strengthen the validity of said findings and are more likely to be transferable to other 
similar settings.    
The first case selected was identified as the “extreme case” because it manifests 
variables referenced in the literature to include a significant relative rate index 
demonstrating disproportionality, high rate of poverty, a high rate of female headed 
households, a large number of African American youth in the general population and also 
has a large number of African American professionals working within the system.  This 
latter variable was deemed to be a potentially important feature because it suggests that if 
racial bias is present, it is not a conscious behavior.  The locality has one of the highest 
Relative Rate indexes for youth involved in the juvenile justice system and number of 
youth in foster care in Virginia.  The rationale for selecting this as the extreme case was 
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that the causal variables of poverty, single parent household and high crime rate provide 
easy explanations for the disproportionality in this locality. If racial bias is present it is 
not immediately evident.  
The second case selected was chosen as a comparison case, because although 
disproportionality is identified a problem by relative rate indexes showing African 
American youth are nearly twice as likely to be arrested or placed on probation, it has 
lower rates of poverty, is more suburban than urban, and has lower rates of female 
headed households.  The ratio of African American staff to Caucasian staff is also more 
balanced in the second case.  The variables of poverty, single parent household and high 
crime rate to the degree manifested in the first case are absent.  In selecting the 
comparison case it was assumed that if poverty, family structure and client behaviors 
were cited in the extreme case as being the most significant variables in affecting 
disproportionality rates, it would be interesting to discover what professionals thought 











Table 1.3 below, summarizes the characteristics of interest and basis of selection 
for both cases.  Although geographic neighbors, the two localities manifest very different 
demographic data and this difference formed the basis for selecting them for an across-
case comparison study.  In terms of this study, the common variable is a high number of 
African American children involved in child welfare and juvenile justice.   
 
Table 1.3: Description of Case and Comparison Case Selected for Inquiry 
Case Characteristics of Interest Basis of Selection 
System #1 (Norfolk) High rates of 
disproportionality/urban 
poverty, single female heads of 
household, large number of 
minority youth in general 
population, large number of 
African American professionals 
within system 
Manifests characteristics 
discussed in the literature as 
leading to disproportionality; 
interesting system dynamic of 
large number of African 
American staff to explore role 
of racial bias 
System #2 (Virginia Beach) Disproportionality is present, 
more suburban setting, less 
poverty, fewer minority youth 
in the general population, 
professional staff are more 
equally split between African 
American and Caucasian 
Manifests only some of the 
characteristics in the literature 
but selected as a comparison 
case to the first to explore how 
disproportionality is 
maintained even in 
environments without large 
pockets of poverty. 
 
Unit of Analysis 
There were two separate units of analysis in this research since the comparison 
case methodology explored the phenomenon at both the within case level and across case 
level.  The primary focus within each case is the individual perspectives of professional 
experts and gatekeepers about the causes of disproportionality in their system.  The unit 
of analysis was the experience of these individuals and hence, the focus of data collection 
involved gathering individual opinions and insights about the problem in both the case 
and comparison case.  The second unit of analysis was the group of participants from 
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each locality and their collective responses which were aggregated and compared for 
cross case comparison and analysis.  Data collection for the secondary unit of analysis, 
the group of professionals from each locality, involved interviewing individuals in a 
group setting as part of a focus group and document analysis of assessments used by both 
localities.  Findings from both units of analysis are presented in Chapter IV. 
 
Data Collection Methods 
Each unit of analysis employed different data collection techniques and three 
methods were used overall in order to facilitate “converging lines of inquiry” (Yin, 2009) 
and included semi-structured individual interviews, two focus groups and document 
analysis of assessment tools used in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems.  These 
methods were chosen as the most appropriate tools to generate thick, rich description of 
the phenomenon within the case study methodology and triangulate data collection 
methods.  Yin (2009) distinguishes between multiple data collection methods and 
triangulation of methods.  The former involves collecting data from separate sources 
about a subject with conclusions made from each source whereas triangulation of data 
collection sources is a more sophisticated method which uses multiple sources to 
converge and corroborate facts about the phenomenon.  The use of triangulated data 
collection strengthens construct validity and reliability.  
In Table 1.4 the different data collection methods are shown with rationale, 









Rationale Unit of Analysis 
and Focus 





Main source of data 
collection in order to 
gather information about 
what professionals 




structured with pre- 
selected questions which 
are related to 
propositions; 
Participants are also 
“informants” and asked 
to provide their opinions 
and insights about 
disproportionality 
Individual level:  
regarding opinions 
and insights about 
disproportionality 
in their system 





in each “case” or 
locality 
Bias 1 : Response Bias 
Accomodation1: 
Multiple interviews with 
professionals 
purposefully selected at 
different decision 
making levels and from 
different agencies 
Bias 2:  Inaccuracies due 
to poor recall 
Accomodation2: 
Thorough notes taken 
during interview and 
then transcribed 
Bias3: Reflexivity of 
interviewee – says what 




saturation occurs and 
negative case emerges. 
Focus Group Used to provide a 
secondary source of 
narrative data about the 
phenomenon; Also used 
as a form of member 
checking as preliminary 
results from individual 
interviews were 
presented; 











group level within 
case patterns for 
across case 
comparison 
Bias1: Response Bias 
Accommodation1: Focus 
group used as form of 
member checking to 
corroborate data 





The data collection method at the individual level was semi-structured, individual 
interviews with a variety of child welfare and juvenile justice professionals.  Interviews 
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were conducted over a five month period with thirty-six professionals who all work 
within the child service system; twenty-one in Norfolk and fifteen in Virginia. 
 




Rationale Unit of Analysis 
and Focus 
Primary Potential Bias 
& Design 
Accommodation 
Document Analysis Used as a further method 
to triangulate data about 
disproportionality; 
augment and corroborate 






Review of generic 
assessment tools 
used by both 
localities to 
corroborate 
information from  
Focus:  Group 
level bias in 
assessment 
Bias 1: Biased 
Selectivity 
Accommodation1:  All 
three formal assessment 
tools used within the 
system were reviewed 
 
 
The second form of data collection, focusing on the group unit level of analysis 
involved the use of focus groups as a mechanism for corroborating data from the 
individual interviews and gathering data about collective, normative attitudes and biases, 
the sort of “this is how we do things” information.  Two focus groups were held, one in 
each locality where participants were asked to member-check preliminary findings and 
open ended discussion used to gather more in-depth feedback about where and why 
disproportionality occurs and the role that normative attitudes and biases play in group 
and system level decision making.  
A third data collection technique, also focusing on the group unit level of analysis 
involved document analysis of the  Detention Assessment Instrument (DAI), Youth 
Assessment and Screening Instrument (YASI) and Structured Decision Making (SDM) 
tool which are assessment tools used in the juvenile justice and child welfare system to 
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guide decision making regarding interventions.  All three assessment tools were 
referenced repeatedly during the individual interviews.  The purpose of reviewing these 
documents was threefold: one, to review the tools critically for overt or covert bias; two, 
learn what information is considered important by those conducting the assessment and 
required by policy and/or regulation; and lastly, corroborate data collected from 
participants indicating disproportionality occurs during the assessment process.  
Documents were analyzed for content, patterns, language, context and meaning.   
 
Sampling Methods and Sample Size 
A mix of three sampling methods was used to select participants for the individual 
interviews: Theory-based, Stratified purposeful and snowball sampling. Theory-based 
sampling was used to create a sampling framework of key people and positions to be 
contacted based on the conceptual model that disproportionality may occur at different 
decision points. Stratified purposeful sampling was employed to identify people at 
different decision making levels and racial backgrounds in order to make comparisons 
and generalizations based on decision making level and race.  Three decision making 
levels were identified to include decision making (people in a leadership position), front-
line decision makers (probation and social work staff) and adjunct decision makers 
(professionals who work in a variety adjunct agencies).  Participants were also grouped 
by one of two racial backgrounds: African American and Caucasian.  Professionals 
within these systems selected for interviews included probation and parole officers, 
probation and parole supervisors, court service unit deputy directors and director, child 
protective social workers, foster care social workers, child protective and foster care unit 
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supervisors, the Director of Human Services, Juvenile Judges, the Commonwealth 
Attorney and assistant commonwealth attorneys who prosecute cases in juvenile court, 
detention workers, detention supervisors, the Director of Detention, FAPT team 
members, FAPT Coordinators, and committee members of the Juvenile Detention 
Alternative Initiative and Disproportionality Minority Contact committees.  
Snowball sampling was employed to identify additional individuals who might 
have something important to say about the problem of disproportionality.  At the end of 
each interview, participants were invited to recommend other professionals who might 
want to be interviewed and comments about disproportionality solicited.  The majority of 
participants identified through Stratified purposeful methods were also identified by 
Snowball sampling methods as well, an interesting participant verification of key people 
to interview.  Snowball sampling continued until saturation was obtained and similar 
rival explanations emerged. Sampling was not used in the selection of focus group 
participants. Everyone who participated in the individual interviews was invited to 
participate in a focus group.  The sample size was the result of who showed up. 
 
Data Analysis 
Data analysis involved a series of coding and recoding procedures applied to 
transcripts of the individual and focus group interviews and document analysis of 
assessment tools.  Responses from the individual interviews were transcribed and then 
the qualitative research software package Atlas.ti7 used to help identify emergent themes 
and patterns. Coding refers to the series of steps employed to isolate and then group 
individual responses into thematic statements and patterns reflecting important views 
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about the overrepresentation of African American youth in the child welfare and juvenile 
justice system.  Atlas.ti7 allows the researcher to identify and track patterns across 
multiple documents.  A total of eighty-eight codes were identified which were a 
combination of in vivo, the participants own words, and open codes, those created by the 
researcher. The eighty-eight codes were further refined and sorted into a thematic 
typology of one overarching code and seven Supercodes representing major themes and 
consistent patterns in the data.  The emergent overarching code for all the data is: African 
American youth are disproportionately represented because it was the answer that 35 of 
the 36 people interviewed gave to the first interview question asking: “Do you think 
African American youth are disproportionately represented in your system?” Data 
analysis also involved relating findings to propositions and the final chapter in this 
research provides a discussion of those findings including a preliminary theory about 
disproportionality in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems.  
 
Researcher Bias and Positionality 
This researcher identified several biases including choice of theoretical 
framework, interest in this project as a result of professional experiences and the 
influence that race of self and others plays in every aspect of this study.  A constructivist 
view of reality where reality is subjective and contextual were assumed and influenced 
the selection of theoretical framework and conceptual model which suggested 
professionals in the child welfare and juvenile justice system may create and mirror 
shared meanings about their "client's".  Unlike previous research asking if racial bias 
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exists, this researcher assumed upfront that it does exist and explored the within-system 
factors that sustain it in two sample public agency cases.   
In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary research tool and it is 
important to identify the values, experiences, and world views that create a frame of 
reference and context for the research. Values play an important role in problem 
identification and definition (Stone, 2002) and this researcher is aware that her own value 
system played a role in the selection of this topic and the desire to explore the issue of 
racial bias. Equity, and justice are important values for this researcher and have formed a 
biased consciousness and judgment that much of what happens in the child welfare and 
juvenile justice is neither fair nor just.  
This researcher heeded the advice that “race-focused research should never be 
made lightly” (McCarter, 2009, p. 541) and intentionally situated herself within the 
context of her own racial background.  Researcher positionality was employed which is 
the process of developing awareness of one’s place and attitudes in relation to others and 
identifying how gender, race, ethnicity and background both of self and others, shape and 
influence the research (Milner, 2007).  The researcher acknowledged the limitations of 
her own racial background and experience in trying to understand a phenomenon that 
mainly affects people from a different racial background.  The challenge in this study was 
to continually assess and understand the advantages of “White privilege” (McIntosh, 
1989) granted by skin color, including and specifically: access to people in this study, 
permission to ask provocative questions and invite people’s confidences to talk openly 
about a taboo subject.  One African American participant mused that “only a White 
person could get away with this” and expressed a deep sense of frustration that 
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Caucasian’s would likely feel more comfortable to freely share views on racial bias that 
they would never share with an African American.  The researchers’ racial identity and 
unearned privilege of skin color were consciously confronted throughout the research 
process by use of reflexive journal 
Additionally, since this is study explored the role that race may play in differential 
intervention and treatment decisions, it seemed imperative to be conscious and intentional 
about the language used.  Identity is co-created by the self and others and labeling plays 
an important role in the process of interactional negotiations that define the self in 
multiple social arenas’ (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). Racial categorizing often reflects 
identity taxonomies which reinforce White privilege (Helms, 1995) or Whites' avoidance 
of direct racial language (Bonilla-Silva, 2002).    
Different researchers and written documentation in the child welfare and juvenile 
justice system have used African-American and Black interchangeably.  Although the 
term African American has been the accepted term in academia when discussing persons 
of color, and its usage is still an official racial category used by the U.S. Census Bureau 
in the 2010 Census (the term Black and Negro were also included), there are strong 
opinions opposing its usage.  Several theorists (Hill, 2004; McWhorter, 2003) find 
“African American” reductionist, homogenizing a complex and heterogeneous group and 
the use of Black, less offensive.  Initially this researcher had considered using the term 
"Black" in agreement with the above stated concerns however, deferred to several 
colleagues who recommend use of African American as the preferred formal label and 
also the label that is least likely to offend.  This study intentionally used African 
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American, to refer to the population of interest and Black is only used when quoting 
participants or citing a referenced work. 
 
Significance 
This research is important and relevant to public administration research, policy 
makers and practitioners who work with child welfare and juvenile justice issues. It 
provides detailed information about a phenomenon that has heretofore been lacking and 
offers insights about professional decision making that according to the professionals 
interviewed, is routinely different for African American than Caucasian youth.  
Participant responses provide a window into the struggles of public administrators in two 
case locales who appear to suffer a degree of internal conflict created by the lack of 
congruence between publically ascribed Civil Rights values and the effects of daily 
practice which they know is rife with the very bias they supposedly and outwardly deny.  
Findings suggest that policy makers need to consider the structural nature and 
insidiousness of such differential decision making prior to implementing further policies.  
It also suggests that the colorblind civility engaged in by most public administrators since 
the post-civil rights era, is a form of collective, public collusion that denies the existence 
of deeply held racial biases and the reality of institutionalized inequities and injustices.   
Disproportionality is both a pressing policy and practice concern regarding how to 
halt the continual over representation of African American and other minority youth in 
the child welfare and juvenile justice systems.  Disproportionality has social and policy 
implications at the national, state and local level by affecting the lives of youth who are 
unnecessarily removed from their families and adjudicated or detained in the juvenile 
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justice system.  It is also a problem that affects state and local budgets as scarce financial 
resources are spent in costly interventions like detention, juvenile correctional facilities, 
residential treatment and foster care.  
This research addressed gaps identified by previous research on disproportionality 
by examining professional stereotypes and how assumptions about race, poverty and risk 
differ for African American children. (Rivaux et al, 2008).  It establishes how such racial 
disparities are produced and tolerated (Soss, et al., 2008) and illuminates the root causes 
of differential assessment and treatment. Without structural changes policy makers will 
continue to “adore the question” without finding a solution.  Public administration, as an 
interdisciplinary and system-focused field is uniquely positioned to study the problem 
and make better policy recommendations than have been done previously as well as 
contribute to both theoretical and practice level solutions. 
 
Summary 
The issue of disproportionality is a complex issue that continues to confound both 
policy makers and public administrators.  This research explored the causes of 
disproportionality that cannot be explained by poverty or family structure and to provide 
insights and an explanation about the role of race in the problem.  The work is organized 
by five chapters. The next chapter, Chapter 2, provides a literature review where two sets 
of different sets of literature is provided.  The first is a review of empirical studies 
already conducted on disproportionality and the second forms the basis of a theoretical 
framework guiding the qualitative method to include systems theory, social 
constructivism and critical race theory. Chapter 3 follows and presents details of the case 
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study method, data collection and data analysis techniques.  Chapter 4 submits findings 
from data collection to include both within and across-case findings and important 
themes, patterns and observations.  The final chapter, Chapter 5, offers a discussion of 






LITERATURE REVIEW  
Organization of Chapter 
This chapter begins with an explanation of the purpose of a preliminary literature 
review in this qualitative case study and then proceeds into a discussion of empirical and 
theoretical literature on disproportionality.  Many methodological purists of qualitative 
research opt to forego a literature review early in the study to prevent researcher bias 
prior to entry into field research.  However, in case study research, it is important to 
review what has already been done and explore rival explanations for the phenomena.  
The purpose of this literature review is threefold: 1) review and summarize 
empirical research already conducted on disproportionality to identify gaps in the 
research and formulate propositions about the phenomena; 2) provide an overarching 
theoretical framework and conceptual model of the phenomena; and 3) position the 
research within the public administration field.  It is accordingly divided into three main 
sections.  The empirical section reviews and discusses studies that explore factors related 
to disproportionality to include, poverty, family structure, neighborhood factors and 
racial bias.  Propositions which provide focus for the research are identified.  The 
theoretical literature review section provides an exploration of theories that function as a 
lens for exploring those propositions about disproportionality and framing the research.  
Included in the theoretical literature review are rival theoretical explanations.  The last 
section provides a review of public administration literature to demonstrate the 
theoretical basis for exploring the phenomenon of disproportionality as a public systems 




Empirical Literature Review of Disproportionality 
Disproportionality in the Child Welfare System 
Although African American children only comprise fifteen percent of the overall 
population they represent thirty-seven percent of all children in foster care and stay in 
foster care an average of nine months longer than their Caucasian counterparts (Wulczyn 
& Lery, 2007).  According to a U.S. General Accounting Office Report (2007) children 
of all races are equally likely to be abused or neglected however African American, 
Hispanic and Native American youth and children are more likely to be placed in foster 
care and remain longer than their Caucasian counterparts.  Overall, minority youth 
receive different treatment and have poorer outcomes (Chapin Hall, 2009; Hill, 2006).  
Furthermore, disproportionality increases at each point of contact in the system.  The 
over representation of youth of color is clustered in mostly southern states and states with 
large urban cities that have large minority populations (Shelton, Arya, & Augartan, 
2005).   
Rates of disproportionality have increased dramatically between the years of 1962 
and 1999 from 272,000 and a rate of 3.9 in 1962 to 568,000 and a rate of 8.1 in 1999 (per 
1,000 of Children in the United States).   This sharp increase is found to be related to 
higher rates of entry into foster care than exit, higher rates of re-entry and placement of 
children in foster care by other systems such as the juvenile justice system.  The Federal 
Adoption and Safe Families Act (ASFA) was enacted in 1997 (U.S. Public Law 105-89) 
to reduce the potential for youth to languish in foster care but has had the unintended 
consequences of adding to disproportionality via mandated time limits where some 
parents only have twelve months to take action before steps are taken to terminate 
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parental rights.  These time frames have been found to be unrealistic for many poor, 
families who lack resources.  Additionally, poverty, parental substance abuse, reduced 
spending on public assistance and the increase of HIV/AIDS are cited as reasons for the 
overall increase and the reason that minority youth are over represented in the child 
welfare system (Barbell & Freundlich, 2001; GAO, 2007).  Cultural misunderstandings 
by decision makers in the child welfare system to include mandated reporters like 
doctors, teachers and the police may also be a contributing factor.  
Race and poverty are commonly believed to be linked to a higher incidence of 
child abuse but several studies challenge this notion.  A review of national level data 
from National Incidence Studies indicates African American families are no more likely 
to abuse children than other racial groups (Sedlak & Schultz, 2005).  Another study 
examining the significance of race and rates of reported child abuse did not find any 
difference between Black and Hispanic youth and the likelihood of contact with the child 
welfare system (Johnson, et al, 2009).  Many studies linking disporportionality to a 
greater risk of child abuse among African American families did not "…disaggregate by 
age, place or time or explicitly study disparity as opposed to disproportion …" and 
"…therefore raw comparisons between children in the foster care population and the 
general population cannot determine the contribution of either component to differential 
risk according to race…" (Chapin Hall, 2009, p. 18).   
However, poverty and race appear to be important determinants of involvement in 
child welfare and the types of services provided.  This may be due to higher visibility and 
a bias on the part of referral sources who view poor children of color as more at risk of 
abuse or neglect.  Such professional perceptions and bias are contributing factors to 
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disproportionality as are attitudes of professionals who “…believe the court system is fair 
and rational…" and are unwilling to establish a system of checks and balances (Harris & 
Hackett, 2008, p. 210).  A study of 1034 counties nationwide between 2000 and 2005, 
suggests that professional biases may indeed play some role in higher rates of 
disproportionality.  In reviewing child welfare data from across the country the study 
finds that disproportionality is lowest in counties with high concentrations of minorities, 
high poverty rates and low education attainment levels (Wulczyn & Lery, 2007).  This 
finding indicates that poverty may play a confounding role but alone cannot account for 
the high rates of African American youth in foster care across the nation.    
 
Disproportionality in the Juvenile Justice System 
Across the nation, minority youth are more likely to be adjudicated and placed in 
detention (Devine, Coolbaugh & Jenkins, 1998; Hanna & Williams, 2002; Pope, Lovell 
& Hsia, 2002; Alliance for Racial Equity, 2006; Chapin Hall, 2009; McCarter, 1997, 
2009).   Nationally, African American youth represent forty-two percent of all youth in 
detention, thirty-two percent of all youth on probation and fifty-eight percent of all youth 
detained in prison (Annie E. Casey Foundation Center for the Study of Social Policy, 
n.d.).  This phenomena has been found to be related to four factors to include: 1) racial 
and ethnic bias in the juvenile justice system; 2) the failure of the educational system to 
adequately address the needs of minority youth which results in a high number of 
referrals to the juvenile justice system from school systems; 3) family composition and 
functioning, particularly professional bias towards single parent-female headed 
households; and 4) socioeconomic conditions related to poverty (Devine, Coolbaugh, & 
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Jenkins, 1998). In another report comparing minority youth and White youth on the basis 
of offense it was found that that African American youth are more likely to be formally 
charged and placed in out-of-home placements (Hanna & Williams, 2002, p. 1). 
Early research proposed that the that minority youth were more at risk and more 
likely engaged in criminal activity and this accounted for disproportionality, but 
McCarter (1997, p. 62) noted that even if those assertions could be proven, which they 
have not been, it does not adequately account for African-American youth arrest and 
confinement rates. Other research has identified poverty, the influence of high rates of 
substance abuse among single Black mothers and neighborhood influences as causal 
variables for higher rates for disproportionality in both the child welfare and juveniles 
justice systems. More recent research finds consistently that racial bias on the part of 
workers and systems is the suspected culprit but in quantitative and mixed methods 
studies race is always found to be a not significant variable.  In a review of forty-six 
studies on disproportionality the majority of "...research findings support the existence of 
disparities and potential biases in juvenile justice processing...” (Pope, Lovell & Hsia, 
2002, p.5).  Inherent system bias, effects of local policies and practices, and social 
conditions (such as inequality, family situation, or underemployment) are also cited as 
contributing factors.  
 
Disproportionality in Virginia 
Virginia demonstrates this perplexing complexity with high rates of 
disproportionality in most urban areas.  In Virginia, African American youth comprise 
twenty-four percent of all children in the population but thirty-eight percent of all youth 
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in foster care (KIDS COUNT Data, 2010) and forty-five percent of all youth in the 
juvenile justice system. Disproportionality is evident across human service systems, to 
include education, child welfare and juvenile justice.  In Virginia, African American 
youth have higher rates of drop out from school, incarceration and involvement in child 
welfare than do Whites and other non-Whites, although in Northern Virginia, Hispanic 
youth also have high rates of disproportionality.   Below in Table 2.1, a list of nine 
localities, representing the major urban areas in Virginia are shown with the Relative 
Rate Index, rate of African American youth in foster care and graduation and drop-out 
rates for each. 
Table 2.1: Localities in Virginia, Comparison of RRI, Foster Care Rates, 
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Table 2.1: Localities in Virginia, Comparison of RRI, Foster Care Rates, 

















DSS Number  





































































85.5%     
81.3% B 




Data Compiled from state reports available at www.dcjs.virginia.gov/juvenile/dmc/showdatasummary.cfm; State Foster 
Care Demographics available at www.dss.virginia.gov/geninfo/reports/children/fc.cg1; State Level Cohort Report 
available at www.doe.virginia.gov. At Risk population based on 2008 U.S. Census data for youth aged 11-17, accessed 
at www.dcjs.virginia.gov/juvenile/dmc/showdatasummary.cfm. ** Percent totals do not equal 100% because other 
racial groups have been omitted. 
 
In the localities shown above, African American youth are two to seven times 
likely to be referred to court than their White counterparts.  For most localities shown, 
African youth represent the largest racial group in foster care and have lower graduation 
rates and higher drop-out rates than White students.  As Table 2.2 demonstrates, localities 
like Norfolk, Portsmouth and Richmond that have a large number of African Americans 
in the total population have higher rates of poverty than the state average (11%) and 
exhibit disproportionality across all systems.  The number children living in single parent 
households in localities like Norfolk, Portsmouth and Richmond is also higher than the 
state average.   
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Table 2.2: Poverty Rates and Rates of Single Headed Households. 
 
Locality Poverty Rate (Persons 
Living Below the Poverty 
Level) 
Rate of Children Living in 
Single Parent Households 
Virginia 11.6% All Races African Amer. 
27% 27% 
Norfolk 17% 48% 68% 
Portsmouth 17% 50% 64% 
Richmond 26.4% 59% 77% 
Greenville County 23% 54% 67% 
Lee County 23% 28% 33% 
Virginia Beach 9% 29% 52% 
Data for 2011 and accessed on 1/18/13 at www.dss.virginia.gov/geninfo/report/agency_wide/ldss-profile.cgi.  
 
However poverty rates are highest in areas like Lee County (23%), and Greenville 
County (23%) where disproportionality rates are lower.  Disproportionality is evident 
even in areas without large populations of African Americans or high rates of urban 
poverty like Fairfax County and Virginia Beach.  Research done using race, poverty, and 
family structure found these variables statistically significant (Devine, Coolbaugh & 
Jenkins, 1998; Harris & Hackett, 2008) but were not able to show a correlation linking 
disproportionality to any one of these factors.  It may be that there is an interaction 
between the variables of race, poverty and family structure that influence decision-
making in these systems.  The fact that disproportionality occurs even in localities with 
lower numbers of African Americans in the total population and lower poverty rates 
challenges explanations in the literature claiming that disproportionality is a 
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manifestation of urban poverty, concentrated in predominantly African American 
neighborhoods.   
Several studies investigating disproportionality in Virginia reach differing 
conclusions about underlying causes.  McCarter (2009) conducted a mixed methods study 
of the juvenile justice system in Virginia and concluded that the only legal factor that 
predicted diversion was severity of the offense. In contrast, the most significant 
predictors of incarceration in 2,233 juvenile cases throughout Virginia were” …two legal 
and two extralegal: crime severity, prior record, race and grade repeated...” (McCarter, 
2009, p. 541-542).  Race was found to be significant but connected to prior record, 
severity of offense and performance in school.   
The term extralegal refers to those factors that affect decisions at various points in 
the juvenile justice system that are unrelated to offense or legal statute to include race, 
family structure, socioeconomic status, educational status, and neighborhood.  Qualitative 
findings in the study based on interviews with thirty-six stakeholders supported the 
quantitative data that the race of a juvenile plays a role in processing decisions.  
Furthermore professionals who were interviewed were more likely to identify race as a 
factor when mentioned as a sole variable than when combined with other extralegal 
factors. The study draws attention to the role that professional perceptions play and what 
factors hold the greatest weight in processing decisions.   
Another study on disproportionality in Norfolk, Virginia found that when 
controlling for severity of offense for youth in pre-dispositional detention, 
disproportionality rates were not indicative of system bias but rather of differential 
offending (Maggard, Higgins & Chappell, 2013). The study found structured decision 
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tools designed to reduce disproportionality were effective and that detained youth were 
locked up due to the seriousness of offense, not system bias.   However, a state wide 
assessment of disproportionate minority contact finds that similarly situated youth are 
treated differently at the adjudication phase, with African American youth more likely to 
be placed on probation than Caucasian youth for the same offense (Harig, et al, 2012).   
An interesting feature of disproportionality in Virginia is that many localities with 
high rates of disproportionality have a majority of African American staff working within 
these systems.  For example, as shown below in Table 2.3, African American 
professionals constitute the majority of probation/parole staff both at the front-line and 
supervisory level in localities like Richmond and Norfolk.  This feature may add to the 
complexity of pinpointing racial bias within the system because it challenges basic 
assumptions about racial bias as a function of White-towards-Black prejudice.  The 
asterisk indicates that “Other” is a category created by the researcher indicating the 
individual is not African American or Caucasian. 
Table 2.3: Example of Agencies with Predominant Number of African American 
Staff (Court Service Unit Employees by Gender and Race) 
 
Court Service Unit Total Gender 
  M                             F 
Race 
    B                          W 
Richmond City 40 11 29 28 
*1 Other 
11 
Norfolk 55 18 37 42 
*3 Other 
10 
Virginia Beach 35 5 30 19 
*1 Other 
15 






Disproportionality related to poverty 
Poverty has been identified as one of the main causal variables of a variety of 
social problems, but particularly in explanations of disproportionality.  Lewis (1968) 
coined the term "culture of poverty" to describe the connection between poverty and 
social problems like substance abuse, teen pregnancy and joblessness.  Poverty is 
"situational" but assessments and responses towards persons living in poverty are not 
(Rivaux, et al, 2008, p. 185).  Poverty, race and assessments of risk are found to be 
closely associated with outcomes for minority youth (Hines, et al, 2004).  In a study 
examining the intersection of race, poverty and assessment of risk in the child welfare 
system it was found that racial and ethnic differences and poverty were closely associated 
with determinations of high risk.  Social worker "thresholds" of risk which guide 
decisions effecting interventions were found to be "…higher for Anglo Americans than 
for African Americans…" (Rivaux, et al, 2008, p. 166). Davidson-Arad (2005) identified 
the connection between social worker perceptions regarding conditions of poverty and 
removal decisions. 
The significance of poverty in decision making is supported by a General 
Accountability Office (2007) study of youth in foster care finding that poverty was the 
most cited reason given by states for high numbers of African American youth in 
custody.  However, the study noted that national data does not support the connection 
between poverty and maltreatment, the main reason children are removed.  The GOA 
report reviewed 2000 Census Data and found that although across the nation African-
Americans were over represented in poverty rates (an estimated twenty-three percent of 
all African American families lived below the poverty level compared to only six percent 
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of Caucasians, making African Americans nearly four times more likely to live in 
poverty) rates of maltreatment were no higher among African American than other racial 
groups.  Additionally, the report noted that the majority of child welfare directors who 
participated in the study "…also cited higher rates of substance abuse in African 
American households as contributing to the proportion of African American children in 
foster care. Despite this perception, national data show that African Americans have 
nearly the same rate of substance abuse as Whites.  Clearly perceptions play an extremely 
important role in decision making as sixty-five percent of African American children 
were removed from their homes and placed in foster care because of parental substance 
abuse, compared to fifty-eight percent of White children" (GOA, 2007, p.18).  Another 
study made similar conclusions, noting there is little difference between Black youth and 
other racial groups in rates of maltreatment but that Black youth had a higher rate of 
involvement with welfare systems (Johnson, et al, 2009). 
Poverty-related factors identified in the GOA study included "…the large number 
of single parents among African American households, a high rate of substance abuse, 
and greater contact with public officials who have mandatory responsibilities to report 
incidents of abuse and neglect…" (2007, p.17).  The Chapin Hall (2009) study also 
concluded that the role of race in disproportionality is hard to separate from the role of 
poverty.  These findings suggest that poverty is a confounding variable and is more 
significant as a factor in risk assessment than actual risk.  Poverty and race intersect to 
confirm biases about class and are important variables in child welfare and juvenile 




Disproportionality Related to Family Structure 
Several studies on disproportionality have identified family structure as a 
significant variable (McCarter, 1997; Devine, Coolbaugh, & Jenkins, 1998; Howell, 
2009; Mixon-Mitchell, 2009) in predicting children entering the child welfare and/or 
juvenile justice system.  In studies of disproportionality and incarceration rates in the 
juvenile justice system, Devine, Coolbaugh, & Jenkins (1998) and McCarter (1997, 
2007) noted that family composition was an important factor in decision making.  The 
role of family structure in creating conditions for social disadvantage has been part of a 
lively research debate since Moynihan (1965) suggested that the high rate of poverty 
among African American families was related to the lack of a stable family structure and 
large number of children raised by single women.  Hill (1971) countered Moynihan's 
suggestion that Black families were lacking in cohesion or stability by identifying 
multiple strengths of Black families to include strong kinship bonds, strong work 
orientation, adaptability of family roles, strong achievement orientation and strong 
religious orientation (Hill, 1971, p.5).   These two views articulated by Moynihan and 
Hill constitute an on-going social and political debate about the state of the African 
American family and the affect of family structure on poverty.   
Several theorists (Hill, 1971; Crenshaw, 1991; Chapin, 1995) have argued that the 
focus on pathology leads to punitive and often racist and misogynistic policies.  The 
significance of family structure as an independent variable remains questionable but 
perceptions of its importance by professionals are found to be significant.   McCarter 
(1997) found in a mixed methods study that extralegal factors were significant 
determinants of incarceration.  The majority of professionals interviewed in the study 
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(N=36) "…cited family structure as a contributor to court involvement…" but logistic 
regression analysis of seven extralegal factors did not find family structure to be 
significant (McCarter, 1997, p.65).  This indicates that in self reporting family structure is 
one of the factors that enter into professional decision making, but that family structure as 
an independent variable in quantitative analysis is not.   More significant variables in 
quantitative analysis were the extralegal factors race and grade repeated, i.e. educational 
performance. 
Other variables that contribute to urban poverty and circumstances leading to 
involvement in child welfare or juvenile justice include the availability of work 
opportunities in urban areas (Neckerman, 1987), parental substance abuse and sexual 
orientation (Jayaratnes, et al, 2008).  Substance abuse is perceived to be high among poor 
Black women suggesting that family structure alone is not significant, but that biases 
about single, Black women are.  In a study of 87 child welfare intake workers in Virginia, 
Howell (2009) concluded that although professionals agreed race was an important 
factor, concerns about parental substance abuse, which was believed to be high among 
African-American single mothers was more statistically significant.  In another study, on 
the role of race and communication in child welfare decisions, Mixon-Mitchell (2009) 
reports that professionals often view the African American person as a threatening, 
"boogie person" and that racial bias by workers may be a reflection of stereotypes about 
the African American parent such that family structure, or single-parenthood and fears 
based on racial biases of Black women become significant.  The review of studies on 




Disproportionality Related to "Place" or Neighborhood 
Several studies have attempted to establish the connection between neighborhood 
factors and disproportionality.  Some studies have focused on whether neighborhood 
factors led to higher rates of abuse and maltreatment causing higher rates of entry into 
foster care. In a study of three northern California counties, the authors concluded that 
poverty was the only significant variable across racial groups, and in fact found that " a 
higher percentage of Black residents was negatively related to rates of maltreatment for 
Black children" (Freisthler, Bruce, & Needell, 2007, p. 12). Davidson-Arad (2005) 
examined the effect of social work perceptions of Quality of Life (QOL) factors and 
found that personal biases about QOL factors form the basis of many decisions on 
whether to remove a child from the home or not. Although the study was done in Israel, it 
provides interesting conclusions regarding the degree of subjectivity and interpretation 
that goes into social work decisions.  Decisions to remove children seemed to be closely 
related to perceptions of QOL characteristics and the value judgement that QOL is related 
to social adjustment and internalization of normative cultural values.  The study suggests 
that social workers connect risk of abuse or neglect to delinquency or criminality later in 
life and the development of anti-social values. The study concludes that social worker 
interpretations of how environmental factors will endanger their QOL greatly affect 
decisions to remove children from the home.  
Another study examining how neighborhood factors influence decisions to 
intervene, (Teasley, Randolph and Cho, 2008) finds that perceptions by social workers of 
urban neighborhoods and communities greatly influence professional assessments of 
professional effectiveness and ability to work with African American children and 
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families in urban settings.  Using survey research, they sampled 222 social workers and 
conclude that professional views of inner city risk and protective factors are positively 
associated with perceived effectiveness, cultural competence and ability to help people.  
The authors suggest that training of social workers should include developing knowledge 
about urban neighborhoods and populations to increase cultural competency.  These 
studies seem to suggest that perceptions of risk associated with neighborhood may be 
more significant than actual risk factors associated with living in poor, urban areas. 
 
Disproportionality Related to Racial Bias  
A review of the literature demonstrates that race is a factor in policy and 
intervention decisions (Courtney, et al, 1996; McCarter, 1997; Bridges & Steen, 1998; 
Hines, et al, 2004; Rivaux, et al, 2008; Soss, et al, 2008) but that gaps in the research 
have failed to explicate how race is specifically related to over representation and poor 
outcomes.  McCarter (1997) found that seventy-five percent of juvenile justice 
professionals agreed racial disparity exists but were only able to ascribe it to extralegal 
factors such as the bias of professionals regarding family structure, education, and 
socioeconomic status that influence decisions at every system level. Other researchers 
like Bridges & Steen (1998) found that there are pronounced differences between 
attributions assigned to Caucasian versus minority youth which affect sentencing 
recommendations.  In a study of over representation in the juvenile justice system Hanna 
and Williams (2002) concluded that racial disparity exists at various decision points 
throughout the system and that adjudication decisions are based on criteria that is not 
racially neutral.  
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In the child welfare system, research has found that African American children 
are removed from home more frequently than children of other racial groups, experience 
poorer outcomes and receive fewer services (Courtney et al 1996; Rivaux et al, 2008) 
thereby demonstrating a puzzling racial bias within the system. Hill (2004) concluded 
that decision making is heavily influenced by race and that decision makers in the child 
welfare system "…screen in Black children and screen out White children…" (p. 17).  
Several other studies have also connected race to assessments of risk and decisions to 
investigate, remove children from their home and provide services (Timms, 2002; 
Derezotes, Poertner & Testa, 2005; Derezotes & Poertner, 2005; Cross, 2008; Johnson, 
Antle & Barbee, 2009).  Timms, (2002) concludes that disproportionality is directly 
related to racially biased and influenced decision making.  Another study exploring the 
connection between race, poverty and risk concludes that "…even when controlling for 
risk, poverty, and other relevant factors, race affects the decision to provide services and 
to remove…" (Rivaux, et al, 2008, p. 165).   
Propositions 
Propositions are the starting point for inquiry about the phenomenon and provide 
focus for the methodology (Yin, 2009).  They were formulated from the empirical 
literature reviewed in the previous section which suggests that disproportionality is a 
complex, systemic and persistent problem that is potentially maintained by professionals 
and organizations.  Propositions for this research provided a framework for what was 
explored and included: 
1) Organizational norms, values, and assumptions within the child welfare and 
juvenile justice systems maintain disproportionality.   
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2) Collective professional values and norms are influential determinants to 
assessment and intervention decisions affecting youth who are African American, 
from poor, urban neighborhoods and live with single parents.   
3) African-American youth and Caucasian youth are treated differently and race-
based differential treatment results in disproportionality. 
4) Racial bias has been normalized and is part of the organizational culture. 
Theoretical Literature Review 
The second part of the literature review presents three theories used to provide a 
framework for exploring the emergent propositions articulated in the previous section. 
The theoretical starting place for this research was with systems theory to describe how 
individual behavior within an organization, i.e. in the role of a professional decision 
maker, and collective organizational behavior are embedded.  Systems theory provided 
the basis for posing a connection between individual and institutional racial bias.  Two 
other important theories that provided a lens for framing the methodology and the basis 
for interview questions included Social Constructivism and Critical Race Theory.  Social 
Constructivism supplied the theoretical basis for identifying the connection between 
disproportionality and the social construction of the identity of African American youth. 
The last theory, Critical Race Theory (CRT) was used to explicate the role that race plays 
in conscious and unconscious decision making and larger social policies and practices. 
 
Systems Theory 
This section reviews Systems Theory as the underlying foundation of this 
research and framework for connecting individual, professional decision making with a 
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larger professional group and institution.  It provided the basis for conceptualizing the 
connection between individual and structural racial bias.  General Systems Theory was 
the seminal theoretical model developed by Bertalanffy (1951) for understanding how 
organic and inorganic systems function.   Boulding (1956) found that General Systems 
Theory had the potential to be applied by many different scientific disciplines as the 
future "skeleton of science", providing a useful theoretical model for understanding the 
interdependence of systems on each other.  Fields such as the social sciences have 
adapted Bertalanffy's concepts into models of human behavior within organizations and 
groups (Katz & Kahn, 1996; Kast & Rosenzweig, 1996).   
Systems theory was a useful tool for analyzing complex interactions among 
individuals, groups, organizations and meso and macro level institutions.  It is useful for 
identifying the many subsets of relationships, patterns of interactions and transactions 
within a bio-ecological framework.  Members of a system have a degree of 
interdependence and influence on each other.  Systems theory is an effective tool for 
identifying the big picture and ways that individual interactions both affect and are 
affected by the larger environment.  Concepts like input, output, cycles, feedback and 
homeostasis, help to view groups and organizations as dynamic, living systems.  Katz and 
Kahn (1996) find that "All social systems, including organizations, consist of the 
patterned activities of a number of individuals.  Moreover, these patterned activities are 
complementary or interdependent with respect to some common output or outcome; they 
are repeated, relatively enduring, and bounded in space and time" (p. 276).  Systems are 
open and constantly interacting with the environment.  Systems theory "…is basically 
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concerned with problems of relationships, of structure, and of interdependence…" (Katz 
& Kahn, 1996, p. 277).   
Systems Theory was an important underlying theory for this research because it 
provided a theoretical starting point for rethinking racial bias, providing a means of 
identifying the interconnectedness of individual and organizational values and racial bias.   
As shown below in Figure 2.1, System Theory provided the conceptualization that 
individuals within an organization were influenced by both external (societal) and 
internal (individual) biases about African American youth and families.  Each level is 
“embedded” in yet another level of the system where neither individual nor institutional 
values are independent of each other. 























































 Ontologically this research embraced a philosophical understanding of truth as 
something that is socially constructed and contextual versus universal. The epistemology 
reflected a constructivist approach concerned with exploring truth as it is known and 
understood from multiple points of view in order to create greater understanding about 
disproportionality.  Social Constructivism provided the theoretical basis for selection of a 
qualitative methodology and entering into field research asking participants “what do you 
think is going on here?”   
Berger and Luckman (1967) were two of the first sociologists to suggest what is 
labeled reality is a social construct that develops from subjective experiences and that 
multiple realities could exist simultaneously. Individual and group perceptions are not 
“…real in an absolute sense, as the sun is real, but are made up and shaped by cultural 
and linguistic constructs…” (Patton, 2002, p. 96).  Social constructivism is a theory of 
how knowledge is acquired to (Vygotsky & Cole, 1978) and educational theories on the 
importance of context and culture on cognitive learning processes.  How and what we 
learn is dependent on the social environment and context.  According to Lincoln and 
Guba (1985) multiple, socially constructed realities coexist at any given time and truth is 
established through social consensus ungoverned by natural laws. Constructivist theory 
framed this inquiry by connecting "what is going on here" to individual perceptions of 
identity and how assessments of risk and threat are constructed and maintained.   
Social constructions by professionals in the child welfare and juvenile justice 
systems reflect larger, societal constructions of target populations and classifications used 
to define them.  Chapin (1995) finds problem definitions in of themselves are social 
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constructs that target behaviors as well as persons and are based on assumptions about 
those populations.  Definitions of and understanding about social problems are “...based 
on socially and personally constructed views of reality” (Chapin, 1995, p. 508).  Groups 
of people often become the problem rather than individuals and "…the social 
construction of target populations has a powerful influence on public officials and shapes 
both the policy agenda and design of policy.  While all citizens are supposed to be equal 
before the law, there is ample evidence that they receive very different treatment in 
public policy" (Schneider & Ingram (1993, p. 334).   
Social constructions also affect how people are labeled, categorized and 
stereotyped (Stone, 2002; Heatherton, 2003; Moskowitz, 2005).  Social constructions are 
"…widely shared, and hard to refute…" and create disparities within citizen groups 
(Sneider & Ingram, 1993, p. 334). Conceptualizations of social problems change over 
time as does the language used to describe them.  Gustafson (2009) suggests that the 
“…language of pathology and crime has become central to discussions of welfare 
policy…” citing how the use of the term “poverty” has been replaced with “welfare 
dependency” (Gustafson, 2009, p. 715). Identities are shaped by the language that we use 
to describe the self and others, and connotations that are shared and understood by others.  
The process of creating identities are relationally based and “…constructed through 
several, often overlapping aspects of relationship between self and others including 
similarity/difference, genuineness/artifice and authority/delegitmacy, and identify may be 
in part intentional, in part habitual and less than fully conscious, in part an outcome of 
interactional negotiation, in part a construct of others' perceptions and representations and 
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in part an outcome of larger ideological processes and structures" ( Bucholtz & Hall, 
2005, p. 585).   
Social constructions also affect how people, especially children in the child 
welfare and juvenile justice systems are assessed and treated. Risk and threat are two 
social constructs discussed in this research and are assessment measures used to gain 
access to services.  Professionals in the system make a determination of risk or threat as 
part their decision making process.  Interventions may be required because children are 
viewed as being at risk (Bowen & Bowen, 1998) meaning some environmental, social, 
family, mental, or physical stressors might produce an increase in negative 
developmental or behavioral outcomes. Threat is a both a tangible (affecting material 
goods, health, safety or wealth) and symbolic (beliefs, values or ideology) construct that 
relies heavily on subjective interpretations of behavior and assigning attributes which 
may or may not be based on reality (Heatherton, et al, 2003) Personal beliefs, values, 
prejudices and subjective interpretations of behavior have a lot to do with assessments of 
both risk and threat. 
Several theorists have identified how social constructions of identity can lead to 
oppression of minority groups (Chapin, 1995; Zambrana & Dill, 2006; McCall, 2007; 
Gustafson, 2009; Schiele, 2010).  The concept of intersectionality models how 
oppression evolves through the social constructions of identity based on difference which 
is used to categorize and stratify certain groups.  Intersectionality, also known as the 
Multiple Oppression Framework, proposes that prejudice and marginalization are based 
on multiple layers of negative assigned identities (Knudsen, 2007).  The greater the 
number of assigned negative identities (poor/lower class, minority, gender, disability, 
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etc.), the greater the risk the individual will encounter oppression.  Hence, a poor, African 
American, disabled woman is likely to encounter a greater degree of oppression than a 
middle class Caucasian woman.  Crenshaw (1991) found that African American women 
are particularly vulnerable to oppression and that the most vitriolic attacks against 
welfare recipients and proponents of welfare reform are thinly veiled, racist attacks 
against Black women.  Although criticism of the Multiple Oppression Framework, 
(Schiele, 2010) finds it reductionist and a tool used for political purposes to equalize all 
forms of oppression and negate the effects of racial bias, the theory is useful for 
connecting bias to oppression.  Intersectionality demonstrates how identity and 
oppression are social constructed with race being one of the most significant factors in 
determining difference and justification of oppression.  Schiele (2010) finds that African 
Americans suffer from multiple forms of racism which manifest as social, economic and 
political oppression and cautions against the tendency to dilute the importance of race as 
a mechanism of oppression.   
Organizations can function as "…containers of good or evil…" (Adams, 2009, p. 
23) and the degree to which individuals within organizations are conscious of the good or 
evil they participate in is part of the social construction of rationality and organizational 
compliance.   Said (1978) chronicled the process by which an entire segment of the world 
(Asia and Africa) was mythologized by Europeans and how centuries of policy decisions 
were often based on false assumptions, prejudices and ideas rarely based on reality.  It 
may be that the over representation of African American youth in the child welfare and 




Social Constructions and Racial Bias 
In a study of bureaucratic decision making, Lipsky (1980) noted that those 
individuals, who actually implement policy, or street level bureaucrats, have tremendous 
subjective discretion and power. This finding is echoed by study of the child welfare 
system (Cross, 2008) which concludes disproportionality is less a function of parental 
maltreatment and more a function of the racial biases of many different decision makers 
within the system, noting that "…child welfare practice is decision driven…” (p. 63).  
The longer children are involved in the system, the more that disproportionality is 
evidenced by greater numbers of African American youth.   
Decision makers in organizations such as child welfare and juvenile justice are 
likely to favor naturalistic over rational decision making and are often guided by 
subjective processes (Howell, 2009). Naturalistic decision making (Zsambok, 1997) 
presumes that the environment of the situation is critical to decision choices and 
perceived outcomes.  If child welfare and the juvenile justice systems are indeed 
"decision-driven" systems, then those professionals or street level bureaucrats make 
decisions that are constantly influenced by the environment of the situation and are based 
on a confluence of judgments, experience, biases, prejudices, perceptions and the 
assignment of positive and negative attributes. Many decisions in the child welfare and 
juvenile justice systems are based on personal and subjective assessments and 
interpretations of risk and threat.  Even “race neutral” assessments involve some 
subjective interpretation. 
Systemic or structural racism is often the cause of racial bias towards minority 
persons. Structural racism is defined "...as a set of historical factors, which have created a 
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distributive system determining the possibilities and constraints within which, people of 
color are forced to act. It does not require that laws and institutions act in explicitly racist 
ways in order to exclude and constrain communities of color. They only need to 
perpetuate unequal historic conditions..." (Wiley, 2003, p. 10).  It is "…the structural 
nature of race privileging that is the problem...” (p.10) and professionals who participate 
in collective, racialized processes.   
It is the collective nature of racial bias that normalizes and sanctions differential 
treatment (Foucault, 2003) and makes quantifying the behavior very difficult.  Research 
that attempts to measure or quantify racial bias is often inconclusive because it lacks a 
structural theory of racism and relies on idealistic frameworks that ultimately view racial 
bias as a psychological phenomenon manifested at the individual level (Bonilla-Silva, 
1997, 1999, 2002).  Such frameworks assume that racial bias is a function of individual, 
aberrant thinking and behavior.  Racial bias is rarely an individual or static phenomenon 
but more a manifestation of categorizing people by social hierarchies which function to 
define social relationships (1997, p. 469) and "…provides the rules for perceiving and 
dealing with the “other" in a racialized society…" (p. 474). 
Bonilla-Silva (1997) uses the term “other” to describe the distinctions made 
between Whites and Non-Whites but the concept of Other and Othering was first 
described by GWF Hegel (1770-1831) a German philosopher, as a way of establishing 
and maintaining ones’ own identity by focusing on others difference and inferiority (R.R. 
Williams, 1992).   Said (1978) provides a well-known example of othering as 
Orientalism, or more specifically, the codified false assumptions used as a justification of 
colonial, imperialism by Europeans towards Asians and Africans who were collectively 
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viewed as different and/or threatening.  Throughout history, Othering (Arendt, 1968; 
Said, 1978; Galtung, 1990; Foucault, 2003) has been the basis of the stigmatization, 
dehumanization, demonization and marginalization of people perceived to be different 
and unlike the Self.  Othering becomes the basis for categorizing people and justification 
of differential treatment. 
 
Critical Race Theory 
Race is used to classify persons and is often overtly or covertly the basis of 
problem definitions and policy decisions.  Several theorists (Foucault, 2003; Mills, 2003; 
Soss, Fording & Schram, 2008; Wacquant, 2008, 2009) have argued that race is a social 
construct designed to justify White supremacy and maintain political, economic and 
social power.   Foucault (2003) argues that the purpose of racial categorization is 
motivated by the states desire to separate groups that exist in a population, to fragment 
and "create caesuras" (p. 254-255) between those with power and those without.  Soss, et 
al (2008) explored the link between welfare reform policies, state racial make-up and 
public funds spent on corrections and theorized that social control of minority 
populations is the underlying motivation between strict welfare measures and high rates 
of incarceration.  
Critical race theory is attributed to several theorists who generally assert that “the 
civil rights movement has failed to achieve the social justice and expansion of 
opportunity it heralded" (Jones, 1998, p. 647). Critical race theory challenges the 
assumption that American society has become colorblind and that dialogues about the 
significance of race is no longer a relevant issues. Based on the work of legal scholars 
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including Bell (1987) Delgado (1995) and Crenshaw, et al (1995) critical race theory 
(CRT) has attempted to reframe discussions of race-based inequities from individual 
examples of prejudice to structural causes based on White supremacy.  Much of the work 
of CRT has focused on the connection between racial disparities and outcomes in the 
justice, education and housing.  Racism is viewed by CRT as so ingrained that 
"…individuals from various racial and ethnic backgrounds may find it difficult to even 
recognize the salience, permanence, effects and outcomes of racism because race and 
racism are so deeply rooted and embedded in our ways and systems of knowing and 
experiencing life…" (Milner, 2007, p. 390).   
Mills (2003) proposed that "…White racial domination-White supremacy has 
been central to U. S history…" but that reform has focused on eliminating prejudice, 
“…the problematic attitudes of individual personalities…" rather than the structures and 
systems that continue to reinforce White supremacy.  What is needed is a shift that 
addresses structural racism instead of "…atomic individuals, some of whom have bad 
attitudes…" (Mills, 2003, p. 201).  There are four key assumptions to CRT to include: 1) 
racism is persistent and has been normalized in American society at every level and every 
institution; 2) racism is sustained through cultural myths and narratives that continue to 
place Blacks and other minorities in positions of difference and subordination; 3) Whites 
only support advancements of Blacks when it converges with their interests; and 4) 
addressing systemic racism requires acknowledging the socially constructed nature and 
context of racism (Jones, 1998, p. 648-649).   
Several theorists (Delgado, 1995; Wacquant, 2008, 2009; Alexander, 2010) have 
suggested that the increase in incarceration of Black males is an example of structural 
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racism.  Wacquant (2009) argues that at the center of massive incarceration rates of 
Blacks across the country are the criminalization of poverty and "…the fundamentally 
discriminatory implementation of the police and judicial practices…" (p. 77) which target 
lower-class Black youth.   Urban poverty with its attendant myriad social problems is the 
result of economic and political policies seeking to control and contain marginalized 
groups (Wacquant, 2008).  Galtung (1990) suggests that social policies can function as a 
form of structural violence, creating conditions of oppression, repression, and 
marginalization.   Structural violence is the result of "…highly ramified causal chains and 
cycles…" which "…leave marks not only on the human body but also on the mind and 
spirit…" (pg. 294).  Other theorists have identified the role of race in policy decisions 
linking race to federal and state welfare policies (Neubeck & Cazenave, 2001; Schram, 
Soss & Fording, 2003; Rodgers, 2005; Soss, Fording & Scharm, 2008).    
Critical race theory has been used in various fields to help establish a racial lens 
for studying problems related to disparity and disproportionality.  Bonilla-Silva proposes 
that the structural view of racism in social systems acknowledges that "…racial 
inequality in contemporary America 1) are increasingly covert, 2) are embedded in 
normal operations of institutions, 3) avoid direct racial terminology and 4) are invisible to 
most Whites…" (Bonilla-Silva, 1997, p. 476).  Research that attempts to understand the 
phenomena of structural racism must therefore uncover these variables.   
Literature Review Positioning Topic and Methodology  
Within Public Administration 
The topic of disproportionality is a concern for public administrators primarily as 
an issue of social equity. Idealized as the “third pillar” of public administration 
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(Frederickson, 1974), social equity is supposed to promote fairness, justice and the 
equitable distribution of goods and services.  Clearly the literature on disproportionality 
suggests some element of bias is involved which would indicate that social equity may be 
lacking in the child welfare and juvenile justice system. 
Traditionally, disproportionality has been a subject in disciplines like criminal 
justice, education, and social work.  However, all of these fields come under the umbrella 
of public administration as every social worker and probation officer/parole officer is a 
public servant, a government employee and an administrator of public goods and 
services.  Bogason (1999) identified three important themes that should drive post-
modern research in the twenty-first century: the public interest, citizen participation and 
public employees as intermediaries. Public administrators in the child welfare system 
often function as intermediaries of government goods and services so it is important to 
understand how race factors into decisions to provide or not provide those services.   
Race has been an issue throughout the history of public administration and "…as 
tragic harbinger, continues to shape public administration in theory and practice…" (Witt, 
2006, p.37).  The challenge to researchers and practitioners is to acknowledge that "no 
policy venue confronted by public administrators is untouched by the consequences of 
racist institution building" (Witt, 2006, p. 60).  Stivers (2007) challenged the new 
generation of public administrator’s to consider the degree to which racism shapes public 
administration policy and practice and to "…end our avoidance of the part that racism 
plays in hampering effective public service…" (Stivers, 2007, p. 54).  Additionally, 
Ricucci (2010) urges researchers in Public Administration to use a variety of 
methodological approaches to explore issues of social significance.  Much of early 
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research in the field had its epistemological foundations in positivism and post-
positivism.  The shift from post positivist methodologies to other integrated methods has 
been termed ‘the postmodern turn”.  Public Administration as a field will successfully 
make that turn by incorporating research that integrates new methods as well as explores 
broader social issues, those that face many practitioners on a day-to-day basis. This 
research and selected methodology supports the need to explore how race is a factor in 
decision making and “… of how such demonstrable patterns are rooted in shared but 
undiscussed and often unconscious assumptions and interpretations of race on the part of 
public administrators" (Alexander & Stivers, 2010, p. 579). 
 
Conceptual Model 
The literature review revealed several major themes about the problem to include: 
 The African American child is over-represented because they are more ‘at risk’ or 
pose greater “threats” than other racial groups due to living in poor, urban areas; 
(Courtney, et al, 1996; Rivaux, et al, 2008; Timms, 2009). 
 The African American child is over-represented because they come from poor 
neighborhoods with high crime rates and are therefore more susceptible to being 
victims or perpetrators of crimes; (McCarter, 1997; Teasley, 2008). 
 The African American youth is over represented because he/she is vulnerable and 
needs greater protection/redirection/supra-parenting (Daramola, 2005; Cross, 
2008). 
 The African American youth is over represented due to being poorly parented and 
supervised by single, African American, substance abusing mothers who 
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themselves constitute an ‘at risk’ or deviant population; (Davidson-Arael, 2005; 
Mixon-Mitchell, 2005; Bradley-Pugh, 2006: Howell, 2009). 
 The African American youth is over-represented due to systemic racial bias that is 
ingrained in policy and practice and the daily professional reality of practitioners; 
(McCarter, 1997; Bridges & Steen, 1998; Hanna & Williams, 2002; Hill, 2004; 
Daramola, 2005; Mixon-Mitchell, 2005; Sedlak & Schultz, 2005; Howell, 2009). 
These themes suggest that disproportionality is generated by four major variables 
to include poverty (also environment/neighborhood), family structure, individual 
behavior (criminality/delinquency) and professional bias by professionals.  The 
Conceptual Model (Figure 2.2) diagrams the conceptualized relationship between 
theories and identified casual variables and between professional decision making and 
disproportionality.    It was based on two assumptions drawn from the literature: 1) that 
the intersectionality of race and class produce differential responses in professionals; and 
2) that disproportionality persists because there are structural factors within the child 
welfare and juvenile justice system that maintain the status quo and resist change.  The 
conceptualization of disproportionality developed by this researcher posed that to some 
degree the problem is an outcome of professional decision making about people based on 
three of those four causal variables: race, class and family structure.   
Lewin’s (1951) adapted model was used to place disporportionality in an 
organizational context where forces that work both for and against disproportionality co-
exist.  Ultimately, organizations seek equilibrium between driving and restraining forces 
which in this model, equates to maintaining the status quo or disproportionality.  
Examples of driving forces for change in this model include state and federal initiatives 
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and programs funded by the Annie E. Casey Foundation to reduce disproportionality.  In 
this conceptualization, disproportionality was viewed as a function of organizational 
behavior and professional decision making about African American children and 
families.  This behavior also functions as a restraining force against efforts to reduce 
disproportionality and produces service outcomes resulting in disproportionality (Glisson 
and James, 2002). 
Professional decision making and its’ potential for contributing to 
disproportionality was the variable of focus in this research and shown in the conceptual 
model as if it is being extracted.  This research isolated it for investigation and extracted 
it from the confounding influence of the other variables which may also function as 
restraining forces.  The model shown in Figure 2.2, conceptualizes the over 
representation of African American youth, as the dependent variable (DV), which is 
affected by organizational and professional behavior in the child welfare and juvenile 
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 The purpose of the literature review was to assess research already 
conducted on the topic of disproportionality and use findings to formulate a hypothesis 
about the phenomena.  Conclusions from the empirical literature review indicated four 
variables that contribute to disproportionality: poverty, family structure, client behavior 
and professional behavior. No single variable explains why disproportionality persists 
and studies like the Chapin Hall Center for Children (2009) challenge assumptions 
linking poverty to delinquency and higher rates of abuse or neglect.   
The conclusion by Wulczyn & Lery (2007) that disproportionality in child 
welfare is lowest in areas of the country with high rates of poverty and high 
concentrations of minorities suggests a provocative reframing of research about the issue.  
Such findings indicate that where poverty and race are homogeneous there are lower rates 
of disproportionality.  The inverse of this discovery would be that areas with racial and 
economic heterogeneity produce higher rates of disproportionality.  (This interesting 
observation is supported by Frederickson’s (2010) similar finding that the more 
homogenous a democratic country is, the more equitable its’ social policies).  The role of 
professionals in generating this interesting characteristic was also addressed by several 
theorists in recommendations for further research specifically on exploring systemic 
racism and the structural nature of disproportionality (Daramola, 2005; Hill, 2008; 
Rivaux et al, 2008; Soss, et al., 2008).  In addition to providing a framework for 
exploring the role of professional decision making in disproportionality, the literature 
also illuminated the need for methods which seek to go beyond sophisticated 
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measurements of the phenomenon “ …to sophisticated understanding of the 





Research Methodology  
Introduction 
This chapter provides a description of the comparative case study methodology 
used in conducting this research.  The chapter is organized into the following sections: 
Research Question Restated, Research Design, Unit of Analysis, Population & Sampling 
Methods, Confidentiality and Ethical Considerations, Data Collection, Data Analysis, 
Reliability and Validation of Qualitative Methods, and Limitations.  A brief section 
restating the research question is followed by the Research Design section which 
provides a description of the case study design.  This is followed by the Population and 
Sampling Methods detailing how participants were selected.  The strategies employed to 
protect participant anonymity and confidentiality are provided in the subsequent 
Confidentiality and Ethical Consideration section.  Two groups of participants were 
interviewed from two different localities with one group, Norfolk, as the primary “case” 
and the second, Virginia Beach as the comparison “case”.  Two other data collection 
techniques were employed in order to triangulate data sources to include focus groups 
and document analysis and a description of all three methods are provided in the Data 
Collection section.  The Analysis section provides a description of coding procedures, 
rational for placement of codes into a coding typology and within and across case 
analysis procedures.  A more thorough analysis of both the within and cross case findings 
and the results of the document analysis are presented in Chapter IV.    Following the 
Data Analysis section is a discussion of the strategies employed to insure reliability and 
validity as standards of quality in qualitative research.  The chapter concludes with a 
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discussion of the limitations of this research criteria used to judge the quality of 
qualitative research, transferability and generalizeability.   
 
Research Question Restated  
This study sought to provide an explanation of the phenomenon by answering the 
following research question: 
 
1.1 How is disproportionality in child welfare and juvenile justice systems 
maintained by professional normative practices and values? 
 
During the initial interviews it became clear that disproportionality as a 
phenomenon did not need to be “uncovered” but rather understood from the point of view 
and lived experience of those who daily witness and are part of its occurrence.  
Participants readily provided their own explanations for the phenomenon.  Thirty-five of 
the thirty-six people interviewed indicated they think disproportionality is a problem, and 
have strong beliefs about two emergent major explanatory themes: why it occurs and 
where in the system it most manifests.  Only one individual, the deviant case in this 
research, answered that he was unaware of whether it was a problem or not.  One of the 
questions included in the semi-structured interview questions (#10) which asked: “Are 
African American youth treated differently by the system than youth from other races? If 
so, how?”  became the source of most of the interview content.  A shift from exploratory 
to more explanatory case study resulted from emergent data moving from “what is going 
on here” to how and why does disproportionality occur. 
Four additional research questions emerged and included:  
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2.1 From the viewpoint of the participants, what are the causes of 
disproportionality and how and where does it manifest?  
2.2 From the viewpoint of the participants, how are African American youth and 
families treated differently or similarly from their Caucasian counterparts?   
2.3 From the viewpoint of participants how is racial bias in these systems 
observed?  
2.4 How do professional beliefs about disproportionality differ across decision 
making level or racial background?  
 
Research Design 
The design for this research was a comparison case study employed to examine 
how disproportionality may be affected by professional norms, expectations, values, 
practices and tacit assumptions within the child welfare and juvenile justice system.  An 
explanatory, comparison case study design was selected with the expectation that insights 
might be obtained about disproportionality in the child welfare and juvenile justice 
system.  The research is explanatory because it seeks insights into the causes of 
disproportionality by exploring what professionals think are its causes and what role 
professionals may play in maintaining it.  Norfolk was purposefully selected as the 
primary case for three reasons: 1) it has one of the highest relative rate indexes (RRI) in 
the state; 2; Norfolk manifests many of the variables identified in the literature as causal 
variables including concentrated urban poverty, higher than the state rate level of 
unemployment, a large percentage of African Americans in the general population and a 
high number of single female headed households; and 3) was more conveniently located 
to the researcher than Richmond or Fairfax, localities which also have high relative rate 
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indexes and number of African American youth in foster care.  Additionally, Norfolk has 
participated in several state, federal and privately funded initiatives to reduce 
disproportionality yet the problem persists.   
The researcher determined that in order to assess the role of racial bias, a 
comparison case would need to be selected where disproportionality appears to be a 
problem as evidenced by the relative rate index yet where factors cited in the literature 
were not significant.  In other words, the relative rate index could not so easily be 
explained by variables like poverty and family structure. Virginia Beach was selected as a 
comparison case because although African American youth are also found to be 
overrepresented in the child welfare and juvenile justice system at a statistically 
significant level (as determined by the relative rate index for referrals to court), the city 
does not manifest the aforementioned causal variables to the same degree as Norfolk. 
Although its’ adjacent boundaries make it a geographic neighbor of Norfolk, poverty 
rates, unemployment, population of African American’s and the number of female 
headed households are lower. The locality has also not participated in the many 
Disproportionate Minority Contact initiatives that Norfolk has. 
Yin (2009) recommends that good case study research seeks to simultaneously 
develop a theory about phenomena and also identify and address rival explanations for 
the phenomena in data collection.  Rival explanations were identified in the data 
collection phase and coded in the data analysis phase.  Participants identified several rival 
explanations which are presented later in this chapter and revisited in the discussion of 




Demographic Information Regarding the Case and Comparison Case 
Both Norfolk and Virginia Beach are located in the Southeast corner of Virginia 
and are part of the larger Hampton Roads Statistical Metropolitan Area (SMA).  Norfolk 
has a population of 242,628 residents, 45 percent are African American, an estimated 17 
percent of Norfolk residents live below the federal poverty level compared to the state 
average of 11 percent, and 68 percent all African American children live in single parent 
households.  Virginia Beach has a population nearly twice as large as Norfolk at 442,707, 
21 percent are African American, the state rate of poverty is below the state average of 11 
percent at only 9 percent and 52.1 percent of all African American children live in single 
parent households.  
 
Unit of Analysis 
Two separate units of analysis explored different aspects of the phenomenon in 
this research at the within case and across case level.  The primary focus within each case 
is the individual perspectives of professional experts and gatekeepers about the causes of 
disproportionality in their system.  The unit of analysis was the experience of these 
individuals and involved gathering individual opinions and insights about the problem in 
both the case and comparison case.  The second unit of analysis was the group of 
participants from each locality and their collective responses which were aggregated and 
compared for cross case comparison and analysis.  Data collection for the secondary unit 
of analysis, the group of professionals from each locality, involved interviewing 
individuals in a group setting as part of a focus group and document analysis of 




Sampling Methods and Sample Size 
A mix of three sampling methods was used to select participants for the individual 
interviews: Theory-based, Stratified purposeful and snowball sampling. Theory-based 
sampling was used to create a sampling framework of key people and positions to be 
contacted based on the conceptual model that disproportionality may occur at different 
decision points. It also guided the selection of different levels of decision makers to see if 
position within an organization affected opinions about disproportionality.   Stratified 
purposeful sampling was employed to identify people at different decision making levels 
and racial backgrounds in order to make comparisons and generalizations based on 
decision making level and race.  Three decision making levels were identified to include 
decision making (people in a leadership position), front-line decision makers (probation 
and social work staff) and adjunct decision makers (professionals who work in a variety 
adjunct agencies).  Participants were also grouped by one of two racial backgrounds: 
African American and Caucasian.  Professionals within these systems selected for 
interviews included probation and parole officers, probation and parole supervisors, court 
service unit deputy directors and director, child protective social workers, foster care 
social workers, child protective and foster care unit supervisors, the Director of Human 
Services, Juvenile Judges, the Commonwealth Attorney and Assistant Commonwealth 
Attorneys who prosecute cases in juvenile court, detention workers, detention 
supervisors, the Director of Detention, FAPT team members, FAPT Coordinators, and 
committee members of the Juvenile Detention Alternative Initiative and 
Disproportionality Minority Contact committees.  The sample size for both theoretical 
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and stratified purposeful sampling were determined by the number of people in key 
positions identified who were willing to voluntarily participate in the interview process.   
Snowball sampling was employed to identify additional individuals who might 
have something important to say about the problem of disproportionality.  At the end of 
each interview, participants were invited to recommend other professionals who might 
want to be interviewed and comments about disproportionality solicited.  The majority of 
participants identified through Stratified purposeful methods were also identified by 
Snowball sampling methods as well, an interesting participant verification of key people 
to interview.  Sampling was not used in the selection of focus group participants. 
Everyone who participated in the individual interviews was invited to participate in a 
focus group.  The sample size for the focus groups was the result of who showed up. 
The researcher encountered little resistance and found most people not only 
acquiesced but were eager to be interviewed and recommended others as potential 
interviewees.  Additional participants self-selected themselves and contacted this 
researcher requesting to be interviewed. In one interview situation, the researcher showed 
up to find two additional people waiting to be interviewed.   
The combined sample size contained thirty-six participants and was based on 
achieving saturation, the notion that sampling continues until no new information 
emerges (Patton, 2002).  General demographic information about the participants is 
provided in Table 3.1 and provides information regarding gender, race, years of 
education and years of experience as well as number of participants in each decision 
making level, a category created by stratified sampling. Demographic information was 
voluntarily obtained from the participants at the time of the interview.   
78 
 
Individual interviews commenced on April 13, 2012 and concluded on August 16, 
2012.  Of the thirty-six participants, twenty-one were from Norfolk and fifteen from 
Virginia Beach.  All of the individual interview participants were invited to participate in 
one of two focus groups which functioned as a form of member checking of the data and 
provided another level of discourse about disproportionality.  Two focus groups were 
held, one on September 6, 2012 with five Norfolk participants and another on September 




Table 3.1: Demographics of All Participants. 
Item Norfolk Virginia Beach Total 
Total Sample 21 15 36 
Total Men 8 6 14 
Total Women 13 9 22 
Total African American 12 6 18 
Total Caucasian 9 9 18 
Total Other 0 0 0 
Total Yrs. Experience Range from 40 – 4 
years 
Mean = 21 years 
5 have 30 or > 
3 have 10 or < 
Range from 36 - 3 years 
Mean = 25.2 years 
9 have 30 or > 
2 have 10 or <  
Range from 40 – 3 years 
Mean = 23.1 years 
14 have 30 or > 
5 have 10 or < 
Total Yrs. Education 4 Bachelor’s Degree  
12 Master’s Degree 
5 JD  
4 Bachelor’s Degree 
10 Master’s Degree 
1 JD 
8 Bachelor’s Degree 
22 Master’s Degree 
6 JD 
Organ. Decision Makers 9 7 16 
Organ. Decision Makers 
by Gender 
M F M F M F 
5 4 4 3 8 7 
Organ. Decision Makers 
by Race 
B W O B W O B W O 
4 5 0 4 3 0 8 8 0 
Organ. Decision Makers 
by Yrs. Exp. 
Range from 25 – 42 
years 
Range from 25-30 years Range from 25-42 years 
Organ. Decision Makers 
by Yrs. Education 
7 Master’s Degree 
2 JD 
1 Bachelor’s Degree 
5 Master’s Degree 
1 JD 
1 Bachelor’s Degree 
12 Master’s Degree 
3 JD 
Front line Decision 
Makers 
4 5 9 
Front line Decision 
Makers by Gender 
M F M F M F 
2 2 1 4 3 6 
Front line Decision 
Makers by Race 
B W O B W O B W O 
4 0 0 2 3 0 6 3 0 
Front line Decision 
Makers by Yrs. Exp. 
Range from 7 – 16 
years 
Range from 3 – 30 years Range from 3-30 years 
Front line Decision 
Makers by Yrs. Educ. 
3 Bachelor’s Degree 
1 Master’s Degree 
2 Bachelor’s Degree 
3 Master’s Degree 
5 Bachelor’s Degree 
4 Master’s Degree 
Adjunct Decision Makers 8 3 11 
Adjunct Decision Makers 
by Gender 
M F M F M F 
1 7 1 2 2 9 
Adjunct Decision Makers 
by Race 
B W O B W O B W O 
4 4 0 0 3 0 4 7 0 
Adjunct Decision Makers 
by Yrs. Exp. 
Range from 4 – 37 
years 
Range from 23 – 36 
years 
Range from 4 – 37 years 
Adjunct Decision Makers 
by Yrs. Education 
1 Bachelor’s Degree 
4 Master’s Degree 
3 JD 
1 Bachelor’s Degree 
2 Masters 





Responses to this research confirmed that people within the system are aware that 
disproportionality is a problem and are eager to talk frankly about it.  In addition to letters 
sent to key personnel, some of the first interviewees, people in key positions, voluntarily 
contacted others within the system, providing an unofficial “stamp of approval” and 
immediate method of snowball sampling.  By the time this researcher contacted many 
people, they had already heard through the grapevine about the research.  Figure 3.1 and 
3.2 diagram the informal connections between participants who were selected via 
stratified purposeful and snowball methods.  The diagram also illustrates congruence 
between people identified by stratified purposeful and snowball methods and 
demonstrating that researcher bias was not involved in selecting participants.  Nine 
people in Norfolk and seven in Virginia Beach were contacted based on purposeful 
stratified sampling.  Twelve additional people in Norfolk were interviewed based on 
snowball sampling in Norfolk, including a situation where the researcher showed up for 
an interview to find three people instead of one.  The individual selected using stratified 
purposeful sampling was so interested in the research and interview process that she 
invited two of her co-workers to participate. Eight additional people were interviewed in 

















Stratified Purposeful Sampling 
(9) 
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Directors/Assist. Directors of 
Court Service Unit, 
Detention,Department of Human 
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(7) 
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methods 
Directors/Assist. Directors of 
Court Service Unit, 
Detention,Department of Human 
Services & CAT CSA 
Coordinator (4) 
Front-line probation officers, 
supervisors and social workers 
(1) 




JDAI Committee members  
(1) 
Snowball Sampling 
Interview #1 (Identified through 
purposeful sampling methods) 
Interviews #4, #6. #10, #11, #16, 
#22, #28, #29, #36 




Confidentiality and Contact Methods 
Given the nature of this research it was extremely important to protect the anonymity 
of participants and confidentiality of their responses.  This research employed the 
following strategies to protect confidentiality: 
1. Permission to conduct this research was obtained from the Old Dominion 
University Human Subjects Review Committee and the Virginia Department of 
Juvenile Justice.  The letters of approval are included in the appendix of this 
research.   
2. Participation in the research was voluntary and everyone involved was assured of 
the confidentiality of their responses.  
3. Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to any interview or 
focus group and research purpose, objectives and strategies given verbally and in 
writing.  Participants were asked to sign an Informed Consent Form which 
outlined the purpose of the research, the ability of the individual to withdraw 
consent at any time without repercussions and the strategies taken to insure 
complete confidentiality.  Copies of the signed Consent Forms are stored in the 
Data Binder along with interview notes and copies of transcriptions. 
4. Confidentiality has been assured by assigning a number to each participant 
instead of a name. Demographic information collected only included race, gender, 
position, education, and years of professional experience.  Position information 
was used to place participants in one of three decision making level categories: 
Organization-level decision maker to include directors, deputy directors, and 
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Judges; Front-line decision making level to include social workers, 
probation/parole officers, detention workers, and supervisors; and Adjunct 
decision making level to include outside agency personnel (Commonwealth 
Attorney’s office, funding agencies, and committee members).   
Qualitative research can be intrusive and harmful by exposing people, their lived 
experience, thoughts, views, and opinions to the public.  This research took intentional 
steps to protect participants from harm by insuring participation was voluntary, that all 
data collected was kept confidential and careful consideration given to insure participant 
anonymity.  Since the research focused on several agencies within two localities, and 
included interviews with agency directors, judges, supervisors, front-line workers and 
adjunct agency personnel, it was imperative that participation and responses remain 
confidential.  Chapter IV presents findings in a manner such that individual responses 
cannot be traced to specific individuals. Participants were informed that they have the 
right to verbatim transcriptions, written interpretations and summaries.  Peer-checking 
was used in the focus groups to insure accuracy of data collected and provide participants 
the opportunity to review and correct data. 
 
Data Collection 
To assist with trustworthiness and ensure that data collected during the study was 
varied and rich in content, triangulation methods were employed in order to ‘build a 
coherent justification for themes” (Creswell, 2009, p. 191).  This research used three 
types of data collection to include:  
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 face-to-face, semi-structured interviews with a variety of professionals involved 
in local child welfare and juvenile justice agencies; 
 document analysis of assessment tools to include the Detention Assessment 
Instrument (DAI), Youth Assessment and Screening Instrument(YASI), and 
Structured Decision Making (SDM) tool which are the uniform assessment tools 
used in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems; and  
 One focus group in each locality made up of participants from the individual 
interviews.   
 
Individual Interviews 
 The criterion for selection for the individual interviews was anyone who 
functions as a gatekeeper to both the juvenile justice system and child welfare system. A 
list of key individuals holding organizational level decision-making positions and their 
contact information was drawn up and letters mailed explaining the purpose of the 
research and inviting their participation.  The letter was followed up with a phone call to 
schedule an appointment for an interview if they were willing to participate.  All of the 
agency Directors who were contacted via this method were not only willing to participate 
but sent out e-mails to their employees informing them that they supported this research 
and giving this researcher permission to contact them.  The methods of contact, letter 
format and script for telephone contact were all reviewed and approved by both Old 
Dominion University Human Subjects Review Committee and the Virginia Department 
of Juvenile Justice Research Department.  
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 Participants were told that the purpose of the research was to gather information 
about what professionals think are the causes of disproportionality in their agency.  Each 
participant was asked to identify or recommend anyone else who might have something 
important to share about the topic to assist with snowball sampling methods.  Four 
individuals who asked to participate via the snowball sampling method and scheduled for 
an interview did not actually end up participating due to scheduling difficulties.  They 
either contacted this researcher about the research because one of their co-workers told 
them about the research or their name was provided by someone who participated in the 
interview.  One individual in Norfolk and who is included in the overall count of twenty-
one had to terminate the interview due to pressing circumstances and was never able to 
reschedule to complete the entire interview.  That person’s responses are included even 
though the interview was incomplete.  No one who was approached about participating in 
the interview process declined.   
Semi-structured individual interviews were conducted using a questionnaire 
approved by both the Old Dominion University Human Subjects Review Committee and 
the Department of Juvenile Justice.  The questionnaire included a list of thirteen 
questions guided by and developed from the research propositions.  The purpose of the 
interviews was to illicit as much thick, rich description as possible about professional 
opinions about disproportionality and the ways in which participants use their discretion, 
judgment, perceptions, knowledge, and beliefs to assess and intervene with African 
American youth.  Participants were asked if they knew what the term disproportionality 
meant and referred to and if they thought it was a problem.  All of the participants knew 
what disproportionality meant and used it interchangeably with ‘DMC’ which means 
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Disproportionate Minority Contact.  Notes were taken and then transcribed, mapped, 
coded and analyzed.  The location of the interviews was selected by the participants and 
























Figure 3.3: Semi Structured Interview Questions 
 
 
Semi-Structured Interview Questions 
 
1. Do you think African American youth are disproportionately represented in 
your system? (If participant answers yes, proceed to additional questions.  If 
participant answers no ask them to elaborate, record responses and then 
thank them for their time and end the interview). 
2. I am interested in your thoughts about how your agency deals with the issue of 
disproportionality, that is the over representation of African American youth 
in your system.  What are your thoughts on the causes of disproportionality? 
What do you think causes disproportionality to be a problem in your agency? 
Why does it persist?  Is it an important problem?   
3. How do people in your agency convey to other personnel that it is an 
important issue? 
4. What are new employees told about disproportionality? Is there a difference 
between the attitude of newer employees and older employees towards 
disproportionality?  If so, what is the difference? 
5. Do people in your organization ever talk about disproportionality? If so, 
when, where, with whom and what do they say? What is the outcome? 
6. What policies or procedures do you think might contribute to the over 
representation of African American youth? Where in the system do these 
policies and informal procedures occur? 
7. What policies or procedures might reduce disproportionality? 
8. What is the overall attitude in the organization about disproportionality? 
9. Where and when does disproportionality mostly occur? 
10. Are African American youth treated differently by the system than youth from 
other races? If so, how? At what point in the process? By whom? How is the 
difference evident? 
11. Every agency embodies certain values in the work that they take on and the 
mission and goals of the organization. What do you think the values of your 
organization are towards delinquency or child abuse? Toward parents of 
delinquent or abused children? Towards African American and Caucasian 
youth? 
12. Is there a difference in where the referral comes from (i.e. who the referral 
source is) and if and how your organization responds to a complaint? Does 
race or neighborhood or zip code ever factor into the response decision? 
13. How do you think the problem could be solved? What could your agency, 






Documents included the Detention Assessment Instrument (DAI), Youth 
Assessment and Screening Instrument (YASI) and Structured Decision Making (SDM) 
tool which are assessment tools used in either the juvenile justice or child welfare system 
to guide decision making regarding intervention.  All three assessment tools were 
referenced repeatedly during the individual interviews.  The purpose of reviewing these 
documents was threefold: one, to review the tools critically for overt or covert bias; two, 
learn what information was considered important by those conducting the assessment and 
required by policy and/or regulation; and lastly, corroborate data collected from 
participants indicating disproportionality occurs during the assessment process. 
Documents were analyzed for content, patterns, language, context and meaning and were 
a significant source of data at the group level of analysis.   
Focus Group 
Two focus groups, one in each locality and made up of five participants who had 
previously participated in the individual interviews was facilitated as part of the 
triangulated data source methods.  Participants were asked on the Consent Form if they 
would like to be contacted to participate in a focus group.  Only those who gave 
permission to be contacted regarding the focus group were invited to participate and were 
sent invitations by e-mail.  Each group was presented with the preliminary findings from 
the interviews, and 1) asked if they felt the findings were accurate and 2) their further 
comments solicited.  Each group was provided the main preliminary finding that people 
interviewed reported disproportionality is a problem in their agency and made direct 
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statements that African American youth were treated differently than their Caucasian 
counterparts.  
 
Data Recording and Management Procedures 
Data was gathered by individual interviews, focus groups and document analysis.  
Written permission was obtained from the participants to allow note taking.  All of the 
participants requested audio recording not be done but did grant permission for note 
taking.  The software tool Atlas.ti was used to manage and analyze the data.  To assist 
with data management of data not uploaded onto Atlas.ti the following additional tools 
were utilized:  
 
A.  A binder was used to keep a log sheet of the interviews conducted, Informed 
Consent Forms and record summary information about the project. 
B.  A reflexive journal, or project journal was kept about the researcher’s 
responses to interviewees, emerging data, ideas, concerns, and emerging theories.   
C.  All data contact sheets, concept maps and coding sheets/books are saved on a 
computer hard drive as well as travel drive so that there are two forms of 
electronic copies.  
 
Data Analysis 
For coding purposes data families were created based on locality, race and 
decision making level with supervisors separated out from front line workers. Participant 
responses were coded individually and then grouped by data family. Categorizing data 
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into data families enabled coded themes and patterns to be analyzed within and across 
case by locality, race and decision making level. Table 3.2 below shows the data families 
that were created in each locality. 
 












A.A. Front-line worker 






Caucasian Front-line worker 
Caucasian Adjunct 
Dec. Maker 
 A.A. Organ. 
Level Dec. 
Maker 
 A.A Supervisor 
 A.A Front-line worker 










The interviews were transcribed and coded using open and in-vivo codes.  Open 
coding refers to codes developed by the researcher which captured concepts, common 
statements or themes while in vivo codes are created from actual participant quotes 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Additionally Atlas.ti7, a qualitative software package was used 
to help code and analyze the data.  Transcriptions were uploaded onto Atlas.ti7 software 
and codes identified by going through each line by line and extracting common as well as 
unusual statements and sentiments.  
The data collected yielded 88 codes and 586 quotations.  Codes were applied to 
unpack significant statements and emergent themes.  Many of the open codes, (i.e. those 
created by the researcher) use DMC which is the acronym for Disproportionate Minority 
Contact and was used as shorthand in coding instead of the word ‘Disproportionality’.  
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More than one code was applied to a single quotation if multiple themes were present.  
For instance the quote “poor, Black neighborhoods are treated as high crime areas and 
kids from those areas are more likely to be charged and go to court rather than be 
diverted” was coded both as class matters and race matters because it captured two 
themes that poverty or class as well as race is an important explanation for the research 
participant.  Atlas.ti7 provided frequency and density data for each of the codes.  
Frequency refers to how often a code was applied and demonstrates groundedness and 
relevancy. Density refers to how many other codes are linked to it.  Both numbers are 
provided below, the former in brackets {} and the latter in parentheses [ ].  Table 3.3 
shown on pages 91 - 93 list all of the codes which are displayed in columns under the 
headings “Open Codes” and “In vivo Codes”. 
Table 3.3: All Eighty-eight (88) Open and In vivo Codes 










“we want to help 






people are racist.. 
{6} [4] 
African American 
youth are treated 
differently 
{66} [27] 








Black people need 
to know how to act 
White in court 
{7} [6] 
 








a lot of people Black 




Black PO's work 
harder with White 
youth 
{1} [1] 
Black youth commit 
more crime... 
{4} [3] 
DMC occurs in 
overrides 
{2} [0] 
Belief that Blacks 
are more violent... 
{4} [5] 
Black PO more 






Table 3.3 Cont.: All Eighty-eight (88) Open and In vivo Codes 








Black children need 
to be fixed 
{7} [9] 
Black youth get 
locked up and 
White youth get 












think it is a problem 
Whites do not 
{7} [3] 
Blacks and White 
don’t talk to each 
other... 
{15} [6] 
DMC is related to a 
lack of resources 
{27} [8] 
DMC persists 
because people don't 
talk about it 
{28} [5] 
Black males are 
feared 
{11} [7] 
children are not the 
same as adults 
{8} [3] 
DMC related to bias 




biases would help 
{19} [2] 
 
Black people are 
feared 
{10} [7] 
I think the policies 








judges are unbiased 
{1} [0] 




I work harder on 
African American 




DMC related to 
exposure to violence 
{3} [1] 








people aren’t even 
aware..{3} [0] 





no difference in how 
Black and White 




a big problem.. 
{4} [1] 
 
kids and families 
who willingly go to 
therapy are given 
more breaks.. 
{1} [0] 




org values are we do 
what is best 
{2} [1] 
DJJ wants to treat 






DMC related to 
perceptions related 
to lack of 
supervision 
{23} [10] 








org values we just 





Table 3.3 Cont.: All Eighty-eight (88) Open and In vivo Codes 
Open Codes In vivo codes 
DMC related to 
policing policies 
{14} [3] 






people do not 
convey  it’s an 
important issue 
{1} [0] 
DMC related to 
poverty 
{22} [8] 
police and judges 
have bias towards 





racial bias is subtle 
{3} [2] 
 







families mistrust the 














help is provided 
because you are 
inferior {1} [0] 
some comments 
people make, par.. 
{2} [1] 




train people about 




workers talk about 
“Black people”.. 
{3} [2] 
The culture is 
responsible, the. 
{10} [7] 
Do you think 
African American 
youth are over 
represented in your 
system .. 
{0} [0] 
Train police officers 
{1} [0] 
I have to work 
harder with White 
clients 
{1-0} [0] 





where the referral 















zip code does not 
matter 
{2} [0] 
 there is visible 
tension in the room.. 
{2} [1] 
White children just 
make mistakes 
{10} [5] 
  treat children the 
same 
{3} [0] 
you are not like me 
mentality{2} [2] 
  We, including 
judges look at t.. 
{3} [0] 
you can’t train 
people out of .. 
{1} [0] 
  We talk about DMC 
regularly 





Recoding and Patterning of Thematic Codes 
The next step in data analysis was to use a form of pattern matching called axial 
coding which refers to the process of coding and recoding or repeatedly grouping themes 
into similar categories.  All eighty-eight (88) codes were condensed then into commonly 
expressed themes.  Through this process of reduction one overarching code and seven 
Supercodes emerged that represent major themes and consistent patterns in the data.  The 
emergent overarching code for all the data is: African American youth are 
disproportionately represented because it was the answer that 35 of the 36 people 
interviewed gave to the first interview question asking: “Do you think African American 
youth are disproportionately represented in your system?”  The question was listed as a 
code but later in the coding process discarded in favor of the affirmative code African 
American youth are disproportionately represented.  This code has a Frequency of 35 
whereas the former code, although included in the total eighty-eight (88) has a frequency 
of zero (0).  Four related codes were grouped under this overarching code: the code do 
you think African American youth are disproportionately represented in your system, 
Disproportionality is a big problem, The depth of the problem is overwhelming and the 
negative case response, Don’t see it as a major problem.  This overarching code framed 
the rest of the research acting as a lens for participant explanations of the phenomenon. 
A taxonomy of participant responses was created as part of the axial coding 
process regarding common ideas about why disproportionality happens and where it 
manifests.  This taxonomy shown in Table 3.4 on pages 96-98 displays the remaining 
eighty-three (83) codes in two categories, according to themes and patterns from the data: 
1) Why Disproportionality Occurs and 2) Where Disproportionality Occurs.  Under 
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the category Why Disproportionality Occurs, five Supercodes emerged to include 
Racial Bias, Poverty, Client Maladaptive Behaviors, Organizational Culture/Professional 
Biases and Truancy/Education Not Important. Two Supercodes emerged under Where in 
the Process or System Does Disproportionality Occur to include Assessment and 
Points in the System. The presentation of case data which is provided in Chapter IV 





Table 3.4:  Supercode Taxonomy 
Supercode Taxonomy 
Overarching Code: African American Youth are Disproportionately Represented  
Subcodes: 1. Do you think African American youth are disproportionately represented in 
your system?  
2. Disproportionality is a big problem  
3. The depth of the problem is overwhelming  
4. Don’t see it as a major problem (4 subcodes + Overarching Code =5) 
 
I.  Why Disproportionality Occurs  II. Where in the Process or System Does 
Disproportionality Occur 
A.  Racial Bias   
1.  African American Youth Treated 
Differently  
2.  A lot of people Black and White… 
3.  Black youth get locked up and White 
youth get treatment  
4.  DMC related to racism 
5.  Education about biases would help 
6.  Help is provided because you are 
inferior 
7.  I work harder on African American 
cases to avoid being biased 
8.  I have to work harder with White clients  
9.  it’s unconscious 
10.  People do not convey that it is an 
important issue 
11.  People don’t care about DMC 
12.  Police and judges have bias towards 
Black people  
13. Race matters 
14. Racial bias is subtle 
15.  See Black people as inferior 
16. Some comments people make 
17.  There is an inherent bias 
18.  There is visible tension in the room 
19.  train police officers 
20.  We, including judges look at the... 
21.  we talk about DMC regularly 
22.  You can’t train people out of their 
biases (22 codes) 
A.  Assessment 
1.  Belief that Blacks are more violent  
2.  Black children just need to be fixed  
3.  Black males are feared 
4.  Black people are feared 
5.  Black people need to know how to act 
White in court 
6.  DMC occurs in assessment 
7.  Class matters 
8.  Differential treatment for drug use 
9.  Kids and families who go into treatment 
are given more breaks 
10. Train people how to act in the court 
room 
11. Where the referral comes from matters 
12. White children just make mistakes 
13.  You are not like me mentality 
14.  Zip code/neighborhood does not matter 








Table 3.4 Cont.: Supercode Taxonomy 
I.  Why Disproportionality Occurs  II. Where in the Process or System Does 
Disproportionality Occur 
B. Poverty 
1. DMC Related to a lack of resources 
2. DMC related to poverty 
3. Unequal Representation 
(3 codes) 
B. Points in the System 
1. Arrest and post dispositional 
2. DMC occurs in new Absconder Policy 
3. DMC occurs in Overrides 
4. DMC occurs in Violations/Commitments 
(4 codes) 
C. Client Maladaptive Behaviors 
1. Black youth commit more crime 
2. DMC related to maladaptive behavior 
3. DMC result of self-fulfilling prophecy 
4. Early intervention would help 
5. Exposure to Violence 
6.  Families mistrust the system 
7.  Related to Drug Addictions (7 codes) 
 
D.  Organizational Culture/Professional 
Biases 
1.  A family is cooperative that participates 
2.  Black and White don’t talk to each other 
3.  Black coworkers think it is a problem, 
Whites do not 
4.  Black people believe that White people are 
racist 
5.  Black PO’s more harsh with Black youth 
6.  Black PO’s work harder with White youth 
7.  Children not the same as adults 
8.  Culture writes off Black kids 
9.  DAI/JDAI is working 
10. DJJ wants to treat children like adults 
11. DMC persists because people don’t talk 
about it 
12. DMC related to bias towards single AA 
parents 
13. DMC related to organizational policies 
14. DMC related to perceptions re: a lack of 
supervision 
15. DMC related to policing policies 
16. DMC related to professional biases 
17. How White co-workers talk about Blacks 
18. I think  the policies and regulations 
19. Judges are unbiased 
20  Judges don’t care about the DAI 
































Table 3.4: Supercode Taxonomy Continued 
 
I. Why Disproportionality Occurs 
 
D.  Organizational Culture/Professional 
Biases (continued from page 86) 
22. No difference in how Black and White staff 
treat Black youth 
23. Organizational values are we do what’s best 
24.  Organizational values kids are good 
25.  Organizational values we just want to lock 
you up 
26. School referrals treated differently 
27. the culture is responsible  
28. Treat children the same 
29.  We want to help you until you make us 
mad 
30. We value treatment 




II. Where in the Process or System Does 
Disproportionality Occur 
E. Truancy/Education not important 
1. DMC related to truancy 
2. Education not important (2 codes) 
 
 
Rationale for Placement in Supercode Taxonomy 
The axial coding process of classifying codes into Supercodes was done to insure 
internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity of categories (Guba, 1981), meaning 
similarities and distinctions between codes were clear: codes placed in a single category 
represent an easily identifiable common theme.  Codes were placed in groups where 
themes dovetail and patterns are related thus addressing the need for internal 
homogeneity.  Teasing out distinctions between codes assured discrete categories and 
external heterogeneity.  The criteria for differentiating between Supercodes included the 
following rationale: 
1. Four codes directly related to the overarching code of African American youth 
are disproportionately represented were grouped together to include do you 
think African American youth are disproportionately represented in your system, 
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Disproportionality is a big problem, The depth of the problem is overwhelming 
and the deviant code Don’t see it as a major problem. 
2. Codes reflecting direct statements about racial bias or differential treatment based 
on race were categorized under Why Disproportionality Occurs and the 
Supercode Racial Bias.  Although many codes are related, the Supercodes 
represent clear distinctions in the meaning and significance of the code.  For 
instance the code Black people are feared  may seem like it should be positioned 
with Racial Bias, but this researcher grouped it under the Assessment Supercode 
as it reflected several participants’ judgment about how African American youth 
are viewed in assessments about risk and threat.  A code that addressed a solution 
to the perceived problem of racial biases, Education about biases would help was 
also placed in this category. 
3. Codes reflecting judgments based on race or class and beliefs about inherent 
differences between African Americans and Caucasians were grouped together 
under Where Disproportionality Occurs and the Supercode Assessment.  Both 
codes Zip code/neighborhood does not matter and Zip code/neighborhood matter 
are included in this category instead of the next Supercode Poverty because the 
criterion for placement was judgments made about people based on where they 
live. 
4. Codes identifying poverty or a lack of resources were grouped together under 
Why Disproportionality Occurs and the Supercode Poverty. The code Unequal 
Representation was placed in this category because the inability to access quality 
legal representation in court is viewed by the participants as related to economic 
circumstances. 
5. Codes identifying specific points in the system where disproportionality occurs 
were placed together under Where Disproportionality Occurs and the 
Supercode Points in the System. 
6. Codes identifying client or parental behaviors as causal explanations for 
disproportionality were categorized under Why Disproportionality Occurs and 
the Supercode Client Maladaptive Behaviors. 
7. Codes reflecting statements about organizational beliefs, norms, practices or 
culture as causal variables for why disproportionality occurs or persists were 
identified with Why Disproportionality Occurs and the Supercode 
Organizational Culture/Professional Bias. 
8. Codes relating the lack of education or value of education to disproportionality 
were grouped as Why Disproportionality Occurs and the Supercode 
Truancy/Education not important. 
The seven Supercodes and frequencies of inclusive codes are displayed in the 
following Figure 3.4. – Figure 3.12.  All five Supercodes categorized under Why 
Disproportionality Occurs are displayed in Figure 3.4 and then graphics for each of the 
five follow in Figure 3.5- Figure 3.9.  The next set of graphics for the two codes 
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categorized under Where Disproportionality Occurs are shown in Figure 3.10 with 
details provided in Figure 3.11 and Figure 3.12.   
Figure 3.4: Supercodes Related to Why Disproportionality Occurs 
 
Why DMC Occurs Supercodes Number of Inclusive Codes Frequency Density 
Racial Bias 22 212 91 
Poverty 3 63 21 
Client Maladaptive Behaviors 7 42 10 
Organizational 
Culture/Professional Bias 
30 251 107 
Truancy/Education Not 
Important 
2 10 4 
 
Figure 3.4 above shows the two Supercodes Organizational Culture/Professional 
Bias and Racial Bias had the highest frequency and density values with Organizational 
Culture/Professional Bias having (f) = 251 and (d) = 107 and Racial Bias having (f) = 
212 and (d) = 91. In Figure 3.5 through Figure 3.9 only the top codes are presented for 
the Supercodes Racial Bias and Organizational Culture/Professional Biases but for the 




Client Mal. (7) 
11% 




Why Disproportionality Occurs Supercodes 
Racial Bias (22) 
Poverty (3) 
Client Mal. (7) 




other three Supercodes, which had fewer overall codes and fewer frequencies, all codes 
and frequencies are presented.   
Figure 3.5:  Racial Bias Supercode 
Racial Bias Supercode (f= 212) 
Showing Top Four Codes 
 
 
In the above graph, (Figure 3.5) only the top four codes for the Supercode Racial 
Bias are displayed but twenty-two (22) other codes were included in this Supercode 
category with an overall frequency of 212.  The top four codes were selected because 
they had frequencies of fourteen or higher. 
Note that the use of the word ‘DMC’ is shorthand for Disproportionate Minority Contact 
and was used by the researcher during coding in place of the word ‘Disproportionality’.   

















Top 4 Codes 
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code DMC related to racism.  The overall frequency for the code DMC related to racism 
was twenty-five (25) with a density of fifteen (15).  Density refers to the number of 
related codes identified in coding procedures because a quote or passage from the 
interviews might represent multiple codes.  Although Atlas.ti7 identified fifteen related 
codes, eight of them fit better in other Supercode headings.  The fifteen codes identified by 
Atlas.ti7 as related and included: African American youth are treated differently, Black 
males are feared, Black people are feared, class matters, DMC related to organizational 
policies, DMC related to policing policies, DMC related to poverty, DMC related to 
professional biases, education not important, no difference in how Black and White staff 
treat Black youth, police and judges have bias towards Black people, race matters, racial 





Figure 3.6:  Poverty Supercode 
Poverty Supercode 
Showing All Inclusive Codes (f=63) 
 
     Although there were only three codes included in Figure 3.6 (shown above) they 
were the top codes for Supercode Poverty and represented sixty-three (63) 
frequencies demonstrating perceived participant connections between 
disproportionality and poverty and a lack of client and parental resources. The code 
Unequal Representation was seen by participants as an outcome of poverty. Density 
for this Supercode is twenty-one (21) and was determined using the command co-
occur in Atlas.ti7 which tracks related codes which are applied to quotations in the 
transcriptions.  The code DMC [meaning Disproportionate Minority Contact] is 
related to a lack of resources is related to eight (8) other codes: African American 
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assessment, DMC related to bias towards single AA parents, DMC related to 
perceptions related to lack of supervision, DMC related to poverty, DMC related to 
professional biases, race matters. Although the themes were related to the overall 
topic of disproportionality they represented distinct perceptions about where, how and 
why it occurs.  This Supercode and inclusive frequencies and densities demonstrated 






Figure 3.7: Client Maladaptive Behavior Supercode 
Client Maladaptive Behavior Supercode 
Showing Inclusive Codes (f=42) 
 
The Supercode Client Maladaptive Behavior shown above in Figure 3.7 
included seven codes with the open code maladaptive client behavior having the highest 
frequency of responses at sixteen.  All of the inclusive codes are presented because 
although the seven codes individually had relatively low frequencies, they totaled 42 
frequencies and all but one was in vivo codes.  The Supercode Client Maladaptive 
Behavior was selected as a catch- all for quotes that blamed the high rate of African 
American youth in the system on a variety of client and parental behaviors including lack 
of parental supervision, poor anger management and conflict management skills, and a 















Black youth commit 
more crime 
Self Prophecy 




density are demonstrated by looking at the code families mistrust the system which was 
related to two other codes African American youth are treated differently (which had a 
frequency of 66) and train people about how to act in court/system (which had a 
frequency of 2). 
 
Figure 3.8:  Professional Bias Supercode 
Professional Bias Supercode (f= 251) 
Showing Inclusive Codes with Frequency > 14 
 
  Figure 3.8 above shows this Supercode had the largest number of codes (30) and 
highest frequency at 251.  The codes DMC related to bias towards single African 
American parents and DMC related to perceptions regarding a lack of parental 
supervision could have been categorized under the Assessment Supercode but were 
placed under Professional Bias because of the quotes associated with this.  The 
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inclusive quotes from participants identified professional biases towards single 
African American mothers who are routinely viewed as incapable of providing 
adequate supervision.  Clearly the argument could be made that this represents a 
judgment about youth and their families which could have been a rationale for 
placing them under the Assessment Supercode.  However this researcher made a 
distinction based on the two codes (bias towards single African American parents and 
lack of supervision) inferring a professional bias or organization cultural way of 
thinking.  Codes included in this category also had a density of 107 and were thus 
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Truancy/Education Not Important Supercode (f= 10) 
Showing All Inclusive Codes  
 
 As shown above in Figure 3.9, this Supercode had the fewest codes and lowest 
frequencies and densities.  However the code Education is not important had a 
density of four (4) and was related to the codes DMC is related to racism (25), DMC 
related to poverty (22), DMC related to professional biases (34), and race matters 
(49) each of which represent fairly high frequencies.  Some participants in this 
research expressed an opinion that there is a causal relationship between race, the 
devaluing of public education, delinquency and referrals of African American youth 















Figure 3.10:  Where Disproportionality Occurs Supercodes 
 
 
Where DMC Occurs 
Supercodes 
Number of Inclusive Codes Frequency Density 
Assessment 15 123 69 
Points in the System 4 11 5 
 
Although only two Supercodes were included in the category, Where 
Disproportionality Occurs, the Supercode Assessment had the third largest number of 
frequencies at 123, ranking third behind Professional Bias and Racial Bias.  Figure 3.10 
shown above, shows that the Supercode Assessment was inclusive of 15 codes which 
referenced judgments professionals make as gatekeepers of the child welfare and juvenile 
justice system; judgments which reflect beliefs that African American and Caucasian 
youth are not the same. These codes were distinguished (external heterogeneity) from 
those included in the Racial Bias category because they referenced characteristics noted 
by professionals in assessing risk and threat that justify differential treatment decisions. 
 Assessment 15 
58% 
Pts. In System 11 
42% 
Where Disproportionality Occurs Supercodes 
 Assessment 15 
Pts. In System 11 
110 
 
Figure 3.11: Assessment Supercode 
Assessment Supercode 
Showing Inclusive Codes with Frequency > 10  
 
Only seven out of fifteen codes are shown above in Figure 3.11 and those selected 
have frequencies greater than or equal to 10.  The code DMC occurs in Assessment is 
an open code created by the researcher originally as a category for where 
disproportionality occurs.  When participants were asked where in the system they 
think disproportionality occurs, quite a few answered that disproportionality doesn’t 
occur at a particular point in the system, but occurs throughout the system in the ways 
in which African American youth are assessed differently from Caucasian youth.  The 
graphic demonstrated that several inclusive codes co-occur with two other 
Supercodes Racial Bias and Poverty showing that although there were distinctions 
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poverty, race and assessment. The code Black people are feared has a frequency of 
ten (10) and density of six (6), being related to six other codes including African 
American youth are treated differently, belief that Blacks are more violent, Black 
males are feared, Culture writes off Black kids, DMC is related to racism, police and 
judges have bias towards Black people, and race matters.   
Figure 3.12: Points in the System Supercode 
Points in the System Supercode 
Showing All Inclusive Codes (f=4) 
 
This Supercode had the lowest frequencies and densities of all seven Supercodes 
as participants in the interviews generally failed to mention specific points in the system 
where disproportionality occurs.  Figure 3.12 shows the code identifying that 
disproportionality occurs in violations and commitments only had a frequency of six (6) 










Arrest & Post 
disposition 
Absconder Policy 




these low numbers was that the participants did not feel disproportionality occurred at 
any given single point but was more of a systemic problem. 
Criteria of Quality and Credibility: Reliability, Validity & Generalizability 
The rigor of this study was demonstrated by specific procedures employed to insure a 
high degree of quality and that credibility was maintained throughout the research 
process.  Three criteria were used as standards of quality and credibility to include: 
reliability, validity and generalizability (Creswell, 2009; Patton, 2002).   Reliability or 
consistency of the data in this research was assured through the following strategies: 
1. Transcribing interviews immediately and checking for errors in the transcription; 
2. The use of multiple coding processes and Atlas.ti to identify codes, common 
themes and patterns and track relationships “to make sure there is not a drift in the 
definition of codes, a shift in the meaning of the codes during the coding process” 
(Creswell, 2009, p. 190); and  
3. Accurate record keeping of all interviews, transcriptions, coding sheets, code 
books, concept maps and memorandums. 
This research employed the following strategies to establish trustworthiness and 
accuracy or validity of findings: 
1. Triangulation of data sources, meaning the use of multiple data sources in order 
to establish dependability of both the data collected and interpretations about the 
data.  Triangulation of methods included the comparison case method and 
gathering the same data from two different sites or “cases” for comparison, 
interviewing multiple people, two focus groups and document analysis of 
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assessment tools.  Data from all sources was compared to confirm findings and 
establish accuracy of those findings. 
2. Member checking by interviewees was used during the focus groups to establish 
accuracy and credibility and insure that research findings were accurate 
representations of participant views and/or experiences.  
3. Rich, thick description that was heavy in detail was accomplished by the use of 
multiple quotes to help establish validity, and truth of the data collected.  The use 
of quasi-statistics generated by themes, patterns and in vivo codes was also used. 
4. Clarifying Researcher Bias was done upfront in the beginning of the research 
through positionality and on an on-going basis throughout the research by use of a 
reflexive journal, a process by which the researcher tracked possible bias in the 
identification of codes, themes and patterns. 
5. Prolonged engagement was accomplished by a number of in-depth face-to-face 
interviews with professionals over five months from both the child welfare and 
juvenile justice systems.   
6. The search for a negative case and rival explanations helped establish validity by 
demonstrating that in reality, there is variation in information collected, 
particularly through qualitative means like interviews and observation.  The 
negative case in this research emerged from more than one participant who 
expressed the view that disproportionality is the result of African American youth 
committing more crimes than their Caucasian counterparts. Rival explanations for 




7. An audit trail or proof of data collected was maintained and included all 
transcripts, coding sheets, concept maps, consent forms, contact summary sheets, 
reflexive journal and interview book. 
8.  Credibility and validity were also maintained through meticulous recording of 
data, maintaining records, evidence of coding methods which illustrate repeated 
patterns and themes, and by careful documentation of the research process and 
data. 
Generalizability or the ability of findings to be generalized to other settings has 
limited meaning in qualitative research since the intent is not to generalize but 
particularize (Creswell, 2009) and to provide a deeper understanding of specific 
phenomena. However, Lincoln and Guba (1989) opt for the term transferability and 
suggest that under certain conditions working hypotheses about one situation may indeed 
be transferred to other similar situations.  They note that the "degree of transferability is a 
direct function of the similarity between the two contexts" (Lincoln & Guba, 1989, p. 
124).  Patton (2002) suggests that a better conceptualization of transferability is achieved 
by using the term extrapolation, meaning "modest speculations on the likely applicability 
of findings to other situations under similar, but not identical, conditions.  Extrapolations 
are logical, thoughtful, case derived, and problem oriented rather than statistical and 
probabilistic.  Extrapolation can be particularly useful when based on information-rich 
samples and designs, that is, studies that produce relevant information carefully targeted 
to specific concerns about both the present and the future" (Patton, 2002, p. 584).  This 
research has provided information-rich data that may be relevant in other similar child 
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There were several delimitations to this research that were within this researcher’s 
control and not previously discussed in the section in Chapter I under Researcher Bias 
and Positionality (p.29).  The primary delimitation of this research beyond statistical 
generalizablity was that the data collection was limited to one geographic area which may 
not be representative of other areas.  This researcher attempted to manage some of the 
effects found in a single case study by conducting a comparison case study, where 
findings are more generalizable than findings about a single case.  It is expected that the 
conclusions about the role of professional decision making in disproportionality may be 
extrapolated to other similar settings. However, findings are still case-specific and limited 
to the cases or localities included in this study and are not transferable to other child 
welfare and juvenile justice systems and cannot be construed to be representative of all 
such public agencies.   
A secondary delimitation was the subjective nature of interpretations by the 
researcher that influence every aspect of the data collection, coding, and analysis and 
make replication of the study difficult.  Findings may be highly individualized not only 
due to researcher bias but as a result of unique interactions between the researcher and 
participants that may not be replicated by someone else.  Researcher bias has surely 
affected what is captured as noteworthy in this study and although rigorous efforts have 
been employed to counter such bias, the study is still deeply imprinted by the 
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transactional nature of the interviews and interconnection between what questions were 
asked and what answers were given.  One participant commented in a very frustrated tone 
that “only a White woman could get away with this” suggesting that responses were 
highly transactional and influenced by the race of both the researcher and participants. 
An additional delimitation of this study was that feeder systems like the school 
system, police department and public housing agencies were not included.  These three 
systems are the major sources of referrals to child welfare and juvenile justice and should 
be included in any future research. Participants in the research noted repeatedly that 
factors like what gets noticed, by whom and in what circumstances provides important 
context for the population that presents at intake in the systems explored here in this 
study.  Several participants in the interviews expressed the view that they only deal with 
the population that comes in their door.  However, participants also noted that it matters 
where a referral comes from and the aforementioned agencies are major sources of 
referrals to the child welfare and juvenile justice system. 
 
Limitations 
The primary limitation of this research and threat to validity involved the sample 
size and small number of people within each case who participated in the individual 
interviews and focus groups.  Although three different types of sampling were used and a 
cross section of professionals in each agency were contacted only a small number of 
people from each agency actually participated.  This researcher used stratified purposeful 
sampling to contact people at different decision making levels and then used snowball 
sampling to identify more participants. The Directors of each agency sent out a mass staff 
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e-mail letting their staff know they supported this research but very few people contacted 
this researcher asking to participate as a result of that notice.  As demonstrated in Figure 
3.1 and 3.2 (p. 81) the majority of people were identified through stratified purposeful 
and snowball sampling methods.  This limitation was addressed by continuing to 







This chapter presents data collected employing the qualitative methodology 
described in Chapter III.  Data collection methods included semi-structured individual 
interviews with thirty-six (36) people, two focus groups and document analysis of 
assessment tools.   Three types of data collection were used in this research to enhance 
density and triangulate the data for reliability. 
Findings are organized in this chapter into three sections.  The first section 
presents within-case and across-case comparative data from the two cases, showing 
codes, themes and patterns that are shared or unique between the two cases.  The second 
section of this chapter includes content analysis of three assessment tools that are used in 
both localities by the juvenile court service units and department of human services, the 
Detention Alternative Instrument (DAI), Youth Assessment and Screening Instrument 
(YASI) and Structured Decision Making (SDM) tool.  The chapter concludes with a 
third, summary section of key themes and patterns which are discussed in further detail in 
Chapter IV.   
 
Section 1 
 Case Study Findings:  The Primary Case –Disproportionality in Norfolk                    
(Within Case Data)  
 The first case selected for studying disproportionality in child focused, human 
service systems was Norfolk, Virginia. It was bounded by several agencies that form the 
child focused, human service system.  The systems within this locality were selected as 
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the primary case for studying disproportionality because as noted in Chapter III, the city 
manifests several causal variables identified in the literature review to include poverty, 
unemployment, concentrated public housing units and high number of female headed 
households.  Table 4.1.below shows the agencies included in the first case.  Data 
collection involved individual, semi-structured interviews with twenty-one people and a 
focus group with five participants who had previously participated in the individual 
process.  The location of the interviews was determined by the participants and varied 
from private offices to public restaurants. The majority of the interviews lasted 
approximately an hour and a half although five were over two hours long and one only 
lasted less than forty-five minutes.  
Table 4.1: Norfolk Inclusive Case Agencies  
Norfolk Department of Human Services (DHS) 4
th
 District Court Service Unit (CSU) 
4
th
 District Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court Norfolk Juvenile Detention Center 
Norfolk Commonwealth Attorney’s Office Community Assessment Team 
Juvenile Detention Alternative Initiatives (JDAI)   Disproportionate Minority Contact 
Committee      (DMC) Committee 
 
 
Context of Interagency Relationships and the Interviews 
The agencies represented in this research are all state or local levels of 
government which form a network of formal and informal relationships.  They have their 
main locations in downtown Norfolk, within a mile radius of each other and most of the 
professionals interviewed know each other and interact professionally and or personally 
on a routine basis.  The Court Service Unit, which is a state agency has both its’ funds 
and the juvenile detention facility (used to house juvenile offenders) managed by the 
local Department of Human Services.  Social workers who work for the Department of 
Human Services interact with court service unit and judicial personnel to obtain court 
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orders to remove children or place them in foster care.  The Commonwealth Attorney’s 
office prosecutes juveniles, and the Community Assessment Team comprised of partner 
agency personnel authorizes funding for services to at risk youth.     
Confidentiality was a concern in conducting this research because of the intricate 
relationships people have with each other.  Assurances were made to the participants and 
governing bodies approving this research, especially the Department of Juvenile Justice 
that confidentiality would be protected by masking the identity of respondents.  
Normally, qualitative research involving interviews, hinges on thick-rich description to 
include physical description of the location, participants and interactions.  It was not 
possible to provide such detailed information about the participants or their environment 
and still protect the anonymity of those participating in the interviews. Appearances, 
titles, mannerisms, patterns of speech, physical descriptions of personal offices would 
likely eliminate the protections promised.  Instead, this research relies on the patterned 
presentation of the participants own words to provide the needed thick, rich description of 
the phenomena.   
 
Results of the individual interviews 
Individual and focus group interviews in Norfolk were transcribed, coded, 
recoded into Supercodes and analyzed resulting in 22 documents, 69 codes and 312 
quotations.  All 21 participants answered yes to the question; Do you think African 
American youth are disproportionately represented in your system? As noted previously, 
this became the overarching code for coding the data and included the code The depth of 
the problem is overwhelming which has a frequency of ten of which eight of the quotes 
associated with that code are from Norfolk participants.  What follows and shown in 
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Table 4.2 are Norfolk participant responses by decision making level about why 
disproportionality occurs and where in the system it most manifests.  High frequency 
codes are presented by decision making level, Supercode and then followed by a 
collection of associated quotes.   


























I have to work harder 
with White clients 
Police and Judges have 
biases 
DMC related to racism   
Race Matters   
African American Youth 
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 No difference in how 
Black and White staff 
treat.. 
DMC related to 
policing practices  
Blacks and Whites 
don’t talk to each 
other about DMC 
DMC related to bias 
towards A.A. single 
parents 
DMC related to 
perceptions of a lack 
of supervision 
DMC persists because 
people don’t talk 
about it 
DMC related to 







































































































8/10 2 3 3 0 
Assessment 
White children just 
make mistakes 
Black people are 
feared 
Black males are 
feared 
Where the referral 
































































































Significant Norfolk Themes and Quotes: 
Sample quotes follow in Table 4.3 to illustrate codes identified previously (Table 
4.2) and important themes from the interviews and are grouped by Supercode. It is 
important to remember that the overall frequency of a code was not related to the number 
of times a sentiment was expressed by different people but may have included multiple 
statements by the same person.  For instance the in vivo code White children just make 
mistakes had an overall frequency of ten and density of five.  Six of those ten frequencies 
represent statements made by four individuals in Norfolk.   
The interviews were very emotional for most people.  Quite a few people became 
tearful and some expressed weariness with a social problem that seems unsolvable. Their 
words provide a tapestry of candid thoughts, powerful judgments and insightful opinions 
about a rarely discussed phenomenon.   Collectively the quotes organized by Supercode 
provide a thick, description-rich  confidential narrative, in the participants’ own words of 
why and where disproportionality occurs. The numbers following each quote reference 
the participant and transcription document numbers.  Co-occurring codes are also noted 
as a way of demonstrating code density. As noted previously, the word DMC was used in 
place of disproportionality in coding for shorthand purposes. 
Supercode: Racial Bias 
 In Norfolk, this Supercode was inclusive of 91 out of the 155 quotations 
included under this heading with front-line and adjunct decision makers representing the 
greatest number of quotations. Inclusive codes and quotes follow on the preceding pages 
and are displayed by decision making level in Table 4.3 – Table 4.6.  Organizational level 
decision maker data is displayed first in Table 4.3.  The inclusive codes and quotes 
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demonstrated there was very little difference in the opinions about disproportionality 
between African and American and Caucasian leadership in Norfolk.  
 
Table 4.3: Organizational Level Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Racial Bias 
 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
Code: Police and judges have biases -
“There can be two Black guys standing on the 
corner and that alone constitutes probable 
cause in the eyes of a lot of police officers.  
They will approach, challenge, question, grill, 
what are you doing, who are you, what are 
you up to?  Black men respond defensively, 
which doesn’t go well for them” (#3/P3). 
Code: police and judges have biases 
towards Black youth- “We’ve been trained 
as judges to be cognizant of biases but it’s very 
interesting how when a child comes into court in 
a shirt and tie how they are immediately treated 
differently from the kid, usually Black, who 
doesn’t come to court dressed well at all.  We 
make decisions based on how people look and 
present themselves” (#35/P40).   
Code: Police and judges have biases-“I 
think the policies and regulations established 
by the federal government, enforced by the 
state and local government are the problem.  
Policies and guidelines are so stringent; they 
don’t really allow the system to help people 
who need assistance. There is also a lack of 
adequate staff. The majority of staff have 
education but are overwhelmed with caseload 
size and situations that are presented to them.  
If they don’t have the time to really deal with 
the situation then they will make a decision to 
make the child safe and the safest decision is 
to remove the child from the home. Overall the 
assessment tool asks certain questions.  
Overall I think that the decisions are made on 
the risks to the child.  I can give you an 
example, let’s say you have a White family 
that when assessed the children were removed 
and when they went to court, the Judge sent 
them home.  Then let’s look at an African 
American family with the same type of issues.  
They go to court and the Judge says, yes, 
remove them” (#17/P17). 
 
Code: police and judges have biases-“With 
one current exception, I think the Court’s 
judiciary is nonchalant.  They have not taken 
time to understand it and are defensive 
whenever the topic is raised.  This is the same 
for most Virginia Judges…except those that are 
Black” (#7/P8-also related to the code: there is 
















Table 4.3 Cont.: Organizational Level Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of 
Supercode Racial Bias 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American African American 
Code: African American youth are treated 
differently -“It shows up in who is diverted and who 
isn’t, it shows up in where the problem starts, for 
whatever reason it’s where DMC is played out.  Once a 
Black youth is in the system it is carried out throughout 
the system, the deeper you get into the system, the 
deeper the DMC and bias.  Similarly situated White kid 
and Black kid, White kid stays in the juvenile justice 
system where Black youth is transferred to adult system.  
With the White kid, even the prosecutor is acting like 
their advocate for treatment instead of sentencing.  It’s 
because even the prosecutor is thinking, this White kid 
doesn’t belong here.  Why do we think, are we so 
comfortable with the Black kid being here?  The 
prosecutor doesn’t advocate for Black kids, wants to be 
harsh with them. I’m not looking to mistreat White kids 
and lock more of them up just to balance things out, no, 
all I want is fairness for Black kids  Is it a 
problem?[disproportionality]Yes, why, because not 
enough “others” or because of what is going to happen 
to them [others], if we keep locking up Black and brown 
people, what will become of them?  The depth and 
magnitude of the problem is overwhelming” (#3/P3) 
Code: DMC related to racism 
“..However, I also think “differential 
Selection (bias) also plays a role.  
While I think there is little overt 
racism or bias, I do believe that 
institutional racism and cultural bias 
is something that still lies beneath 
most persons’ consciousness and 
therefore there are subtle decisions 
that are based on race where the 
decision-maker may not even be 
aware……or if he/she is aware, 




Code: DMC related to racism – “Children and 
families in lower level of the organization are valued 
and people are just trying to help families, they are 
respectful and the majority do all they can.  When it 
rises to another management level then that is when 
Black families have to jump through hoops.  Values are 
confusing in the organization.  At the upper level it is 
about the money when you have families coming in for 
services.  That’s your mission, need money and services 
cost money.  Based on the assessment they sometimes 
need services.  The conversation with upper level 
management will turn to money.  So the real needs 
sometimes end up ignored.  Q: Are decisions about 
resources made along racial lines? Yes, unintentionally, 
but yes, food stamp recipients have increased because of 
the economy.  Now it is ok because Whites need food 
stamps and it is assumed are not abusing the system.  
But Blacks needing food stamps, the system responds by 
making it difficult for them.  Q: Is that based on values 
about who is deserving? A: Yes, there is an underlying 
belief that Black people don’t deserve benefits . . .” 
(#17/P17). 
Code: race matters –“Q: Do you 
think then the line is blurred between 
race and class? A: Yes, when I think 
poor I think Black.  The kinds of cases 
that get reported are because of socio 
economics rather than race.  We have 
more African Americans in foster care 





Table 4.3 Cont.: Organizational Level Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of 
Supercode Racial Bias 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American 
Code: there is an inherent bias –“Intentional racism is less a problem but inherent racial 
bias is a factor.  Not all about the White racist cop arresting the Black child.  The problem is 
not so blatant, it is much more subtle.  There is this dynamic of Black and brown offers acting 




All four frontline participants in Norfolk were African American and as a group 
had the largest number of quotations related to the Supercode Racial Bias.  Seventeen 
(17) of the thirty-four (34) quotes related to the code African American youth are treated 
differently came from Norfolk front line workers who included one social worker, a 
social work supervisor and two probation officers. Their directness included the painful 
acknowledgement of their own participation in professional biased decision-making. The 
only quote associated with the in vivo code I work harder with White clients is included 
here.  Table 4.4 presents inclusive codes and quotes from these four decision makers. 
Table 4.4: Front line Decision Making Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Racial Bias 
 
Decision Making Level: Front line 
African American 
Code: Police and judges have biases – “Racism is another problem, particularly judges who 
have discriminatory practices.  One judge in particular in Norfolk his decision making skills seem 
to be influenced by race” (#26/P33). 
Code: race matters -“In court you see all the time the difference between White kids and Black 
kids.  The White kid is treated differently.  Disposition already made for the Black kid.  We laugh 
because some judges are so predictable towards Black kids. I think we have some redneck judges 
here in Norfolk.  They take more time with Whites. I saw a case where a White kid was a butthole, 
but had potential.  He played soccer.  The judge was asking “so why did you stop playing 
soccer”, looking for reasons to give him a break and did.  The judge could have committed the 
kid based on the crime and his attitude in court but he didn’t.  He gave him a break.  Out of five 
judges, 3 of them are undercover rednecks.  People in court all the time know.  People don’t like 
going to court because you see the difference.  Q: How is this behavior tolerated?  A: People are 





Table 4.4 Cont: Front line Decision Making Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Racial 
Bias 
Decision Making Level: Front line 
African American 
Code: African American youth are treated differently -“The flip side, is that some of it is 
on the Black side, some of the fear is taught to Blacks by Blacks, due to the lack of fathers in 
teaching sons about how to act, including how to act towards White people without risk of 
retaliation.  Teaching sons how to act is left to single African American females but how can she 
teach what she doesn’t know? It comes down to skin color and shade.  Lighter skinned people 
fear darker skinned people.  If I see two guys, a lighter skinned and a darker skinned guy, I may 
think I can beat up the lighter skinned guy but will leave the darker skinned person alone” 
(#5/P5). 
Code: African American youth are treated differently -“More Caucasian youth are in 
and referred to residential treatment settings.  As you go upwards, people are willing to spend 
money on White youth, whereas we just send Black youth to be locked up; there is this belief 
across racial lines that treatment is wasted on Black youth, that they respond better to being 
locked up. That’s jacked up isn’t? We treat White kids and lock Black kids up.  That’s why there 
aren’t any White kids, hardly locked up.  They are in treatment. We treat Whites, and make the 
community safer when Black youth are taken off the streets and locked up.  Safety is a big 
concern if the kid is Black.  Know who else knows it? Families know it.  Black families know if 
you do this crime you are going to get locked up.  White families know about treatment options 
and advocate for their kids.  Black families don’t know about the options; don’t fight for their 
kids because they don’t know” (#5/P5). 
Code: African American youth are treated differently -“At commitment, there are a lot 
of factors but the system is harsher with African American youth, and disparities between who 
ends up at that point and who is given more chances.  You can have two kids commit a crime, co-
defendants and the White kid will get probation, intensive probation and the Black kid will be 
going straight to a correctional facility because Black males are seen as more at risk of 
committing crimes ” (#8/P26). 
Code: African American youth are treated differently -“The length of stay in foster care.  
Not intentional but you would think that African American decisions makers would help African 
American children but they don’t, they become part of the system and African American children 
stay longer in care and are not ultimately reunified with their family. Most of the workers are 
African American…..you see what I mean? They become part of the system. Professionally, color 
doesn’t matter; we all make the same assumptions” (#26/P33). 
Code: African American youth are treated differently – “Once an African American kid 
comes through the system, they get the harsher punishment.  It depends on the Judge.  See a 
White kid with a petty larceny charge and they will get diversion.  See African American kids get 
sent to court, given a court appointed attorney and given probation.” (#26/P33). 
Code: African American youth are treated differently – “Yes, [African American youth 
are treated differently] see in many instances if White and a two parent family, the judge views 
them and the child differently.  First thing a judge asks about is school.  They sit and try to 
dissect what went wrong in the White person’s life” (#19/P20). 
Code: I work harder with White clients–“Honestly, as a PO I would rather deal with 
criminality than treatment.  Treatment requires a lot of paperwork, case management and 
informal processes.  If I get a White family, I know as an African American that I better work to 




Six quotations are shown below in Table 4.5 from participants grouped in the 
family code Adjunct Decision Making Level.  Four quotations reflect opinions that 
professional biases about race are related to decisions about consequences and 
punishment.  Two quotations from one Caucasian individual are included who shared the 
opinion that race plays a role in decision making due to a lack of compassion towards 
African American youth which results in harsher treatment for African American youth. 
 
Table 4.5: Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Racial Bias 
 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
African American Caucasian 
Code: Race matters – “Then when they get 
to the court, the attitude of being fearful of 
Black males or viewing them as threatening 
permeates the system, particularly if there is a 
reason to confine, it shows up in level of 
confinement, they are written off, there are 
professional attitudes that they need to be 
punished.”(#9/P10).  
 
Code: race matters -“[Shared a story about 
a White female who shot her drug dealing 
boyfriend in the crotch].  The agency response 
was incredible!  She only spent a few days in 
detention, her parents hired an expensive 
attorney and she went into a residential 
program to receive psychiatric care.  The 
Commonwealth Attorney’s office didn’t 
prosecute.  Father was a Navy Seal who was 
killed and the attorney kept drilling that home 
and so she was let off.  If her name had been 
Lakiesha it wouldn’t have mattered.  The point 
I am trying to make is we give White kids more 
chances, see their circumstances, consider 
what was going on with them… this kid had 
lost her father, a Navy Seal.  But we don’t give 
the same latitude, compassion to Black kids, 
it’s pretty much an attitude of you committed a 
crime; you are going to be punished. If she had 
been Black she would still be in jail. African 
American’s are routinely charged with the 
most serious type of offense.  The first offense 
is not given the option of diversion and is 
prosecuted so the one bite of the apple 
philosophy means more A.A. will end up 







Table 4.5 Cont.: Adjunct Level Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Racial Bias 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
African American Caucasian 
Code: African American youth are 
treated differently –”Yes, Gender and race 
matter, so if you’re a Black male it matters a 
lot and you’re treated differently” (#9/P10). 
 
Code: African American youth are 
treated differently –“There is a tendency for 
both African American and White staff to deal 
with the African American youth population 
differently. I have seen a Black PO deal 
harshly with an A.A. youth, more harshly than 
they would a White youth with the same 
offense, also seen a White PO be really 
uncomfortable with having a Black child on 
their caseload” (#2/P2.) 
Code: African American youth are 
treated differently – “Q: Do you think 
African American children are assessed 
differently for risk or threat? Yes, appearance, 
especially Black males.  White kids with same 
charge present differently to the system and are 
treated differently.  The kids parents and what 
they do for a living all comes into play and into 
the assessment of how threatening the child is” 
(#14/P14). 
 
Code: African American youth are 
treated differently –“Yes, in the way they 
receive counsel, representation in court, ways 
they are given guidance, way in which 
consideration is given, looking at the family 
dynamics, outcomes and punishment, view of 
ability of the family to follow through, lack of 
seeing strengths, cooperation.  This individual 





The Norfolk Focus group consisted of five participants who had all previously 
participated in the individual interview process and included  1 African American 
Decision Maker, 1 Caucasian Decision Maker, 2  African American Front-line workers 
and 1 African American Adjunct Decision Maker.  In order to further protect the 
confidentiality of participants, the comments made in the focus group are not identified 
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by participant. Four focus group comments related to the Supercode Racial Bias are 
shown in Table 4.6. 
 
Table 4.6:  Norfolk Focus Group Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Racial Bias 
 
Focus Group 
Code: race matters – One member asked the 
group, “When do people see color?”  All four 
African American members answered that they 
see color immediately, that they notice 
immediately the color of a person’s skin or 
racial background.  The only Caucasian 
member of the group stated he does not 
immediately see color.  Other members 
restated they see color immediately and 
challenged the reality of the statement.  One 
female in some exasperation said “everyone 
sees color immediately, you can’t tell me you 
honestly don’t see me as a Black woman, I’ve 
been a “Black” woman all my life.  She 
proceeded to discuss her personal and painful 
experience growing up in desegregation era, 
light-skinned and being called nigger, having 
to work harder all her life to fit in, fight the 
stereotype, deal with sometimes White people 
talking to her about Black people in negative 
ways, not realizing or forgetting that she is 
Black.  Another participant commented that 
color matters even to Black people.  The darker 
skinned you are the worse you are treated even 
by Black people.  Light skinned Black people 
more acceptable, more ‘White’, less feared.  
“If I walk into a room full of Black males I will 
see that light skinned person as maybe 
someone I can beat up but the really dark 
skinned person as someone I stay away from”.   
Code: race matters – “Differential decision 
making results in different directions and 
funneling of cases.  Each decision has an 
outcome that either diverts you away from the 
system or increases the likelihood of being 
locked up.  There is between-races 
discrimination and within race discrimination 
both having to do with color and class.  The 
darker and lower income you are the more you 
are going to be discriminated against by White 
and Blacks” (also related to codes: African 
American youth are treated differently; class 
matters; DMC related to racism; no difference 
in how Black and White professionals treat 
Black youth).   
 
 
Code: race matters – “My experience as a 
person of color is totally different from that of 
a Caucasian.  Perspective, perceptions 
understanding and judgments, all impact our 
behaviors and decisions/biases towards kids”. 
Code: race matters –“Black people need to 
acknowledge that White people have 








In Norfolk, this Supercode included thirty (33) of the sixty-three (63) quotations 
in this category and most were captured in the overall open code DMC related to a lack 
of resources.  Table 4.7 presents two quotes and codes from organizational level decision 
makers related to this Supercode. 
 
Table 4.7: Organization Level Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Poverty 
 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC is related to poverty –
“Housing is another factor, ghettoization (sic) 
of neighborhoods and clustering of poverty has 
resulted in increased police presence in those 
areas. Poverty is a factor, so are factors like 
family structure, drug addiction, it ends up 
being like a self fulfilling prophecy, 
risky/criminal behaviors put people in 
situations where they come to attention of the 
system, then the system feels like they have to 










Code: DMC related to lack of resources 
– “I also think in the CPS unit there is an 
assumption that African Americans would have 
less resources and family support. The system 
seems to say to African American families, you 
really need our help.  In more wealthier White 
families who say ok we are getting into 
treatment and the agency backs off.  Without 
financial resources we think families need us. 
Q: Do you think it is more class than color? A: 
Yes, then back up further, why are they poor? I 
don’t think we’ve caught up in racial equality 
from the 1950’s and 1960’s.  Some African 
Americans are able to get out of poverty, but 
here in Norfolk we have generations stuck in 
it”(#23/P28 – also related to code: DMC 
related to poverty; Black children need to be 














Table 4.7 Cont: Organizational Level Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of 
Supercode Poverty 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
 Code: DMC related to a lack of 
resources –“Poverty, it may have to also do 
with resources.  About being knowledgeable 
about resources and having the ability to 
access resources. Q: Do you think AA and 
Caucasian poor have different challenges? A: 
Yes, an example would be a critical incident at 
DHS, it reports that the kids are with grandma 
and what you find on investigation is this is the 
3
rd
 generation living in poverty and bad 
circumstances.  Q: Do you think this 3
rd
 
generation poverty is more prevalent with 
African American females? A: Yes, well not as 
evident, I haven’t seen it to this extent.  Q: Why 
do you think African American and Caucasian 
poverty are different? A: Not sure, a lot is 
resource issues.  The numbers are so much 
higher, so much more, and what I see much 
higher.  I think it’s harder to get out of poverty 
for African Americans.  They don’t advocate 
for themselves like Caucasians do.  Q: Do you 
think the social work profession views White 
advocacy behavior different than a Black 
woman’s advocacy behavior? A: Yes, the 
profession may perceive the Black female 
mother’s advocacy behavior as aggressive and 
inappropriate.  On the other extreme, the CAT 
team has more tolerance for the African 
American family; they are more willing as a 
group to help the African American poor 
family.  They are less patient with affluent and 
White families.  It seems reflective of an 
attitude of why don’t you help yourself and use 
your own resources” (#15/P15 – also related to 
codes: DMC related to poverty; DMC related 
to biases towards African American single 
parents; and race matters). 
 
 
While poverty was broadly acknowledged as a contributing factor to 
disproportionality, Norfolk participants rarely specified it as a causal variable.   
Quotations associated with poverty were mostly captured in other Supercodes because 
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Norfolk participants associated poverty as the basis of client maladaptive behavior or a 
factor in professional biases and assessment. Table 4.8 displays quotes from front-line 
participants regarding the role of poverty in disproportionality. 
 
Table 4.8:  Front-line Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Poverty 
 
Decision Making Level: Front line 
African American 
Code: DMC related to unequal representation – “It’s relative to how their world view 
impacts them as being represented, in the legal system” (#5/P5). 
 
Code: DMC related to poverty – “I think it’s [disproportionality] due to racism and a lack 
of education.  Low socio-economic status of the client (#5/P5 – also related to code: DMC related 
to racism). 
Code: DMC related to poverty –“There are three major areas, 1) the cycle of poverty, 
welfare and public housing, 2) blatant racial bias in the criminal justice system and 3) education, 
the lack of value of an education.  Black kids don’t take it seriously, don’t see the power of 
education” (#19/P20 – also related to codes: race matters; DMC related to racism; and education 
not important). 
 
Code: DMC related to poverty – “The greatest number of kids coming into care, 














Caucasian participants in the Adjunct decision making category were more likely 
to provide causal explanations for how poverty is related to disproportionality.  Poverty 
was viewed as the social circumstance which prevents parents from obtaining proper 
legal defense for their child and poor parental supervision a factor leading to delinquent 
behavior and criminal prosecution.  It is important to note that the interview transcribed 
as P39 was inclusive of three individuals who participated together as a small group 
which included, one African American and two Caucasians, and the person identified as 
#32 was Caucasian.  Table 4.9 displays the comments from adjunct decision makers 
connecting disproportionality to poverty. 
 
Table 4.9:  Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Poverty 
 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC related to a lack of 
resources – “Youth of color are placed in the 
juvenile justice system due to a lack of 
understanding or resources.  Youth of color 
don’t see the system as punitive.  I see it as a 
problem at both the professional and family 
level.  Juvenile court and detention are not 
viewed as, as serious as it really is.  I don’t 
think they understand the seriousness of the 
system. Bias comes from a lack of resources 
and cultural issues in the Black community, a 
stereotype perpetuated from generation to 
generation, that bias is sent them to court or 
foster care to behave.  They, the parents, the 
Black community, don’t know better.  African 
Americans don’t understand, they think the 
system is there for that role, the super-parent 
or surrogate parent.  It’s where you go when 
all else fails to make your kid behave” 
(#9/P10). 
Code: DMC related to unequal 
representation – “They don’t have the better 
attorney.  White families hire someone like 
Brocelleti, one of the best criminal lawyers and 
get off.  If we had a court aide to guide people, 
tell them their rights, how to dress, how to talk 
and address the judge, to wear a tie and say 
yes sir or ma’am and such but many come to 
court and don’t seem to know how important 
attitude, speech and dress are to the judge.  It 
demonstrates that you care and have respect 
for the process.  Many public defenders do a 
good job but most are overwhelmed and kids, 







Table 4.9 Cont.:  Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Poverty 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC related a lack of resources – 
“The causes of DMC, disproportionality for 
youth of color, is they have no support system, 
have a single mom most of them and there are 
a lot of assumptions made about parental 
participation, culture changed, I’m tired of 
hearing “lack of parental support”, hear 
people talk down to parents, lots of 
professionals need training in how to talk to 
people” (#9/P10). 
Code: DMC related to poverty – “I think 
the reason we see a large number of African 
Americans in the system is due to economics.  
There is a lack of resources in the community; 
most of the people are poor.  This is a symptom 
of poverty.” (#32/P39). 
 
Code: African American youth are 
treated differently – “Q: Do you think 
African American children are assessed 
differently for risk or threat? Yes, appearance, 
especially Black males.  White kids with same 
charge present differently to the system and are 
treated differently.  The kids parents and what 
they do for a living all comes into play and into 
the assessment of how threatening the child is” 
(#14/P14). 
Code: DMC related to poverty –“The 
offense matters, but what also matters is what 
is parental response/parental discipline like at 
home, what is the parental supervision like? Is 
it adequate? What supervision resources are 
available in the household?  In poor 
households there is often little or no 
supervision, particularly if the single parent 
works.  Repeatedly see in lower economic scale 
households a lack of supervision and parental 
authority to properly supervise and deal with 
their child.  When there is a mom and dad and 
they both show up in court in suits there is not 
the same level of questions or concerns about 
supervision and parental responsibility.  That 
is why we have different rates, yes, yes, we 
have some bias going on, because of the bigger 
problems related to poverty and single 
parenthood.  It is a poverty issue not racial” 
(#32/P39). 
 
Supercode: Client Maladaptive Behavior  
Inclusive of this Supercode are twelve quotations associated with the open code 
Client Maladaptive Behavior linking disproportionality to a variety of negative client 
behavior like drug and alcohol use, poor parental supervision and a perceived lack of 
proper morals.  The majority of quotes were made by three participants and reflect rival 
explanations of the phenomenon.  These participants clearly articulated the opinion that 
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individual choices to break the law or abuse children were the most significant 
explanatory variables of why so many African American children in Norfolk are involved 
in foster care and/or juvenile justice.  One Caucasian organizational decision maker made 
four separate statements which were coded under the open code Client Maladaptive 
Behavior sharing the opinion that disproportionality is directly related to parents and 
children not behaving in a socially acceptable manner. Table 4.10 provides nine quotes 
from two African American and three Caucasian organizational decision makers. 
Table 4.10:  Organizational Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Client 
Maladaptive Behavior   
 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC related to maladaptive 
behavior -“There could be cultural 
differences between Black youth and authority 
figures, a lack of respect and trust from 
African American youth towards authority 
figures based on previous experiences” 
(#25/P29).   
Code: Black youth commit more crime –
“In Norfolk, I think is mostly Differential 
Offending, minority youth simply commit more 
crime and more serious crime than other 
groups” (#7/P8). 
 
Code: DMC result of self fulfilling 
prophecy – “This just creates a self-fulfilling 
prophecy for the child/people and the system – 
each side of the story living up to expectations.  
If not removing the child or arresting the child, 
then the system is looked at as not doing their 
job” (#3/P3).   
 
Code: DMC related to maladaptive 
behavior –“The overrepresentation of African 
American youth is a result of maladaptive 
social behaviors. There is a segment that is 
overrepresented is displaying a greater 
preponderance of those behaviors.  The aside is 
that what bothers me is, we discount that the 
victim could be helping to cause the problem” 
(#21/P21). 
 Code: DMC related to maladaptive 
behavior – “There is lack of appropriate 
discipline, a laze faire attitude; kids think it’s 
okay to steal, to be disrespectful, a lack of 
proper guidance.  When there is not a strong 
parental presence, where we have single 
parenthood, easier to adopt community norms 
instead of parental guidance.  Also abusive 





Table 4.10 Cont: Organizational Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Client Maladaptive Behavior 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
 Code: DMC related to maladaptive 
behaviors – “I don’t think all of our initiatives 
have failed but many initiatives have failed to 
consider the possibility of person’s 
responsibility in contributing to the problem.  
So many initiatives focused on the system 
rather than on individual responsibility. There 
is there perception and fear of White racism 
which prevents us from holding people 
accountable.  The focus on White racism and 
using it as an excuse not to do what needs to be 
done” (#21/P21). 
 Code: DMC related to maladaptive 
behaviors – “Where there are already social 
situations like poverty, some policies keep 
people in poverty, keeps them in a cycle of 
poverty.  Some policies being amoral and not 
saying this is unacceptable behavior create 
problems.  The Great Society didn’t actually 
help people change behavior.  Change policies, 
make it more rewarding to be married, go to 
school –reward school attendance, tie benefits 
to school attendance and reward people with 
incentive to keep employment “ (#21/P21). 
  
 Code: DMC related to maladaptive 
behavior –“DMC is mostly a curfew problem, 
due to a lack of supervision and community and 
family structure” (#35/P40) 
 Code: DMC related to maladaptive 
behavior – “DMC is not a problem so much in 
the system as it is in the community.  We don’t 
generate causality.  The problems are 
generated at the community level.  There is a 
lack of community and that is the biggest 
problem.  Huntersville versus Titustown.  The 
community has a total breakdown of the family 






Neither front line nor adjunct decision makers indicated much of a connection 
between disproportionality and client maladaptive behaviors.  Only the comments from 
one participant were coded with this Supercode. Table 4.11 provides two quotations from 
the only individual identified as a front line decision maker who had made any statements 
coded under this Supercode. 
 
Table 4.11:  Front-line Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode: Client 
Maladaptive Behavior 
Decision Making Level: Front-line 
African American 
Code: DMC related to maladaptive behavior – “When you go to court, watch, African 
Americans don’t fight for their rights, question or challenge the system and don’t present 
well. It’s not a class issue, very much not a color issue.  Transgenerational trauma and 
the lasting impact of slavery. You see it at court, CAT, the court service unit, 
generational problems, generational trauma.  Had landowners but not anymore and have 
instead generational mental health issues, abuse and rape” (#26/P33 – also related to 
DMC result of self fulfilling prophecy).  
Code: families mistrust the system – “They are harsher towards African American 
youth. There is a cultural difference between Caucasian and African American youth, 
when Caucasians are in court, they get in court and fight for their rights and privilege.  
African Americans are fearful of court and don’t know how to act” (#26/P33 – also 
related to African American youth are treated differently).   
 
 
Table 4.12 displays the quotes by adjunct decision makers related to client 
behavior and placed in this Supercode.  One African American adjunct decision maker, 
who was one of three people in the interview transcribed as P39, expressed a harsh 
condemnation of poor, African American children and families living in public housing 
in the statement “their values and morals are retarded”. The comment reflects a perceived 




Table 4.12:  Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Client 
Maladaptive Behavior 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
African American Caucasian 
Code: families mistrust the system – “I 
think the problem is there is a cultural 
difference between African American and 
Caucasian families, that the system doesn’t 
know how to address, that African American 
families don’t readily seek outside help.  
Caucasian families seem to know how to 
access and leverage community resources and 
African American families don’t (#34/P39). 
Code: DMC related to exposure to 
violence – “I see so many kids who live with 
and are exposed to violence daily….The DMC 
issue is related to exposure to violence” 
(#32/P39).  
 
Code: DMC related to maladaptive 
behavior - “They don’t know how to come 
into court and be assertive without being 
aggressive or inappropriate.  They don’t have 
the ability to deal with their frustrations in a 
proactive way and have a perception that rap 
music accurately reflects life in the ghetto.  You 
have a generational family breakdown.  Have 
generational issues with going to jail, where it 
isn’t that big a deal, kind of a family tradition 
and a resistance to law enforcement.  You see 
kids say, hey, you locked my uncle up” 
(#34/P39). 
 
Code: families mistrust the system – “Yes 
and no.  I don’t think people go out of their 
way to be biased but they respond to cultural 
behaviors.  Dress matters in court. White 
parents make more of an effort than African 
American parents.  Some of the lack of effort is 
due to a lack of resources and cultural beliefs 
about the system.  Yes, they are treated 
differently but they act differently.  There is a 
lower level of trust of the court system 
personnel also they are less likely to cooperate 
and talk openly with professionals.  They have 
less communication and often poor 
communication skills when they do talk 
(#12/P23 – also related to codes: train people 
how to act in court and African American youth 
are treated differently).  
 
Code: DMC related to maladaptive 
behavior – “I don’t think there is a direct 
connection between race and crime.  Public 
assistance results in social atrophy, people 
who live in public housing don’t seem to be 
able solve problems.  Their morals and values 
are retarded, I don’t see how people without 
parental structure are going to learn proper 
morals and values and without that structure 
they don’t learn how to behave” (#34/P39).   
Code: DMC related to maladaptive 
behavior – “I see that African Americans 
don’t have good conflict resolution skills and if 
they have a conflict they resort to violence.  It 
is a generational thing; this is what kids see so 
it is what they in turn do” (#33/P39).   
 
 Code: DMC related to maladaptive 
behavior – “More children commit delinquent 
acts. Certainly children in other communities 
commit delinquent acts but the parental 





Supercode:  Organizational Culture/Professional Bias 
Within this Supercode, the codes with the greatest frequency were DMC related 
to bias towards African American single parents, DMC persists because people don’t talk 
about it and DMC related to professional biases.  The code DMC related to professional 
biases is a researcher created open code and distinct from in vivo codes articulating a 
particular example of professional bias. Four quotations from two African American 
leaders express opinions about the role that professional biases play in decision making.  
They include comments about the relationship between gender and professional biases 
towards males who are not in the home as well as professional attitudes about the 
importance of parental cooperation. Although phrased differently, Caucasian leaders echo 
the sentiments of African American decision makers, that African American youth are 
treated differently.  All participants at this level expressed a deep sense of exasperation 
with the issues of disproportionality, expressing repeatedly that it is an overwhelming 
problem.  One quote reflects the belief that talking about the problem will not solve it and 
the other notes; it is “an embedded problem”.  Table 4.13 provides the quotes of 










Table 4.13:  Organizational Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Organizational Culture/Professional Bias 
 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC related to professional 
biases –“Yes, there are professional biases, 
the profession is made up of mostly females 
and they have biases towards males and have a 
lack of encouragement about males and have 
lots of anger towards men” (#17/P17). 
 
Code: DMC persists because people 
don’t talk about it – “No, we don’t talk 
about it.  Only like at meetings like JDAI 
[Juvenile Detention Alternative Initiative] and 
disproportionality in the system.  We are 
dealing with it here daily but we don’t talk 
about it. We deal with each individual case and 
don’t often see the larger picture.  I think it 
would be a lot of blaming the system if we did. 
Staff already feel racism exists.  To bring the 
topic up it would be confirmatory and 
inflammatory” (#21/P21). 
Code: DMC related to professional 
biases – “There has to be a multiple review of 
policies, make some deep changes. The child 
welfare system has been in trouble since 
inception in the 1930’s and alms houses.  Here 
we are in the 21
st
 century and have initiatives 
in place to put fathers in the home.  Not about 
the men and their value but about money. How 
do you put that out there and then expect them 
to cooperate.  Look at biases attached to 
people of color.  Q: What would be some 
policies here? A: The amount of money needed 
for children.  Child care costs so much.  I 
would change the number of times you have to 
go to court for non-compliance and revise the 
court system where you actually have a family 
court with judges trained in family law” 
(#17/P17 – also related to codes: a family is 
cooperative that participates and education 








Code: DMC related to organizational 
policies -“Yes, and it shows up in which foster 
kids get college paid for, the expectation of 
youth aging out of foster care, the standards 
are lower for African American youth, 
substance exposed infants, who is removed and 
who is referred for family services, and finally 
who is returned and reunified with their 








Table 4.13 Cont: Organizational Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Organizational Culture/Professional Bias 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
Code: a family that cooperative that 
participates – “We have conversations and 
look at the numbers of African American youth 
coming into care, their length of stay.  African 
American children have a longer length of 
stay.  Within 5 days you have to make a 
decision and sometimes want to make a safety 
plan.  The court or GAL will say no and 
remove the children.  It goes back to the 
regulations, the time frames and the fact that 
there is no flexibility to extend them.  Once the 
court gets involved, the kids just get lost.  Like 
a hole in the floor and the kids just disappear.  
What happens is that once the kids are 
removed it is nearly impossible to get the kids 
back. It’s different for White families and a 
little easier.  If the White family doesn’t have a 
job, it is easier for them to get one.  So many 
factors that come into play, other systems get 
involved that perpetuate the problem and kids 
coming into care.  Policies and procedures that 
don’t allow flexibility are the biggest problem.  
Once children get into the department, parents 
have to jump through an undisclosed number 
of hoops.  Child welfare has to decide what to 
do.  Workers are in a constant quandary about 
safety.  The system supports taking the kids.  If 
the family is compliant it is easier but if not the 




Code: DMC related to perceptions 
related to a lack of supervision – “I think 
it’s a supervision issue of parents not 











Two front line decision makers shared opinions that are shown below in Table 
4.14 and reflect the belief that professional bias is evidenced in the way that African 
American and Caucasian youth are assessed and that although professionals know this 
occurs they do not discuss it.  
 




Decision Making Level: Front line 
African American 
Code: DMC related to perceptions related to a lack of supervision –“White people view 
juvenile by ability of parent to parent, and view negatively even if the parent is taking care of the 
child.  Assume a lack of supervision, lack of ability” (#5/P5). 
 
Code: DMC persists because people don’t talk about it –“Blacks talk to Blacks about 
racial bias.  One other staff, who is White, is more courageous than the others, but most people 
especially White people, don’t talk about it. White people don’t talk about it, it’s very rare” 
(#5/P5). 
 
Code:  DMC related to professional biases – “It’s suppose to dictate your supervision plan 
but it can contradict itself and if you don’t ask questions, a lot of Black youth will come out with 
scores that place them at high risk and in need of a lot of supervision and that’s how it gets easier 






As a coded group, adjunct decision makers had more to say about professional 
bias than did the front line decision makers.  Table 4.15 presents comments made by five 
participants to include four African American and one Caucasian.   
 




Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
African American Caucasian 
Code: no difference in how Black and 
White staff treat African American 
youth- “When a Black parent walks in the 
room, professionals see another useless parent, 
look at how they are dressed, and the more 
professional cultures, not necessarily Black 
versus White but Black and White professionals 
are guilty of making the same judgments and 
assumptions” (#9/P10 – related to code: DMC 
related to bias towards single African 
American parents). 
 
Code: DMC related to perceptions of a 
lack of supervision –“A lot if it has to do 
with prejudice towards the parent, especially 
single parent African American parents.  There 
is this belief that they are not going to do their 
job as a parent.  Also, many African American 
parents are working two jobs just to make ends 
meet and can’t always participate in programs.  
Some PO’s interpret that as being 
uncooperative” (#2/P2- also related to code: 
DMC related to bias towards African 
American single parents). 
Code: DMC related to perceptions 
regarding a lack of supervision – “Kids 
are left unsupervised” (#14/P14). 
 
 
Code: DMC persists because people 
don’t talk about it – “Of course, my co-
workers look at the population we work with.  
Yes, but we don’t do anything about it.  
Sometimes we have agreement sometimes not, 
sometimes we just gloss over it with an attitude 
of ‘that’s just the way it is’.  Most people are 











Table 4.15 Cont: Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Organizational Culture/Professional Bias 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC related to professional 
biases – “It’s a lack of understanding, an 
inability to follow policy. Q: On whose part? A. 
Individuals. Racism. Q: How does it manifest. 
A: I feel like the information given, African 
American youth are more often recommended 
to take a plea, to take a lesser charge rather 
than fight it.  Generally same crime, but if 
committed by a Caucasian child it will be 
handled differently, harsher treatment given to 
the African American child.  Professionals have 
a lack of understanding which leads to them 
being treated differently” (#20/P31- also 
related to code: African American youth treated 
differently; and DMC related to racism). 
 
Code: DMC related to perceptions 
regarding a lack of supervision – “The 
way that Black kids are viewed and the 
importance of supervision in the assessment 
process.  The offense matters, but what also 
matters is what is parental response/parental 
discipline like at home, what is the parental 
supervision like? Is it adequate? What 
supervision resources are available in the 
household?  In poor households there is often 
little or no supervision, particularly if the 











Several focus group members shared comments and experiences about 
professional biases and the effect they have on other professionals as well as clients.  
Focus Group Comments regarding professional biases are shown in Table 4.16. 





Code: DMC related to professional biases –The group discussed the influence of 
neighborhood and living in public housing has in producing biases about class and race.  One 
person observed that the behaviors of people who live in public housing are the lasting effects of 
slavery and that poor Black people are less resilient, more fragile, less able to bounce back from 
adversity, have less support and resources.  “Professionals, all share middle class values and 
make judgments about poor Black people that are derogatory.  We expect poor Black people to 
have our same values and goals”.   
 
Code: DMC persists because people don’t talk about it –“We don’t talk about this topic 
because it is too risky, too painful”.  The only Caucasian member shared a story about growing 
up in an all White culture, going to public school for the first time school was desegregated and 
playing basketball with Black kids.  He was the only White kid on the team, the other Black kids 
protected him one time from getting beat up, surrounded him so that other Black kids on 
opposing team couldn’t get at him and beat him up.  He shared, rather emotionally, that this 
incident made a big impression him and changed his mind about Black people.  Previously didn’t 
have any positive interactions with Blacks.  He shared that he feels like Black people mistrust him 
and that he has experienced reverse racism as a result of being White, not getting jobs because of 
his color.  He stated he feels like he can’t be honest about his feelings or experiences without 
being labeled a racist which immediately shuts down the conversation.  He feels like racial bias is 
out there but that the people in the system use it as an excuse to not be accountable and that any 
attempt by people like himself who are White to move the discussion  towards accountability 


















Supercode: Truancy/Education Not Important 
 
This Supercode had an overall low frequency of ten but comparatively high 
density meaning that four of the ten quotes were related to other codes (10/4).   Norfolk 
quotes included in this Supercode (Table 4.17) represented eight of the ten quotes or 
frequencies.  Only one participant in the category, a Caucasian organizational decision 
maker, felt there was a relationship between education and delinquency and shared a 
lengthy discourse on the lack of its importance in the Black community.   
Table 4.17:  Organizational Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Truancy/ Education Not Important 
 
 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
Caucasian 
Code: Education not important –
“Education is so important and kids today, 
particularly in the Black community, don’t 
value education” (#35/P40). 
 
Code: DMC related to truancy – 
“Truancy and Failure to Appear (FTA’s) are 
the biggest causes of the high numbers of 
African American kids in the system” 
(#35/P40). 
 
Two participants placed in the category, Front line Decision Maker-African 
American felt strongly about the connection between education and disproportionality.  
Table 4.18 displays the comments made by these two individuals.   
Table 4.18:  Front-line Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Truancy/Education Not Important 
 
 
Decision Making Level: Front-line 
African American 
Code: Education not important –“There are three major areas , 1) the cycle of poverty, 
welfare and public housing, 2) blatant racial bias in the criminal justice system and 3) education, 
the lack of value of an education. Black kids don’t take it seriously; don’t see the power of 
education” (#19/P20). 
Code: Education not important –“DMC occurs most noticeably in the school system with so 
many Black kids not on grade level; they lose interest, start skipping school and get involved in 




Only two people identified as adjunct decision makers had comments captured in 
this Supercode.  One of the participants, an African American, expressed a sense of anger 
and frustration at the lack of value of education in the African American community.  
The other individual, a Caucasian, shared the opinion that the low value placed on 
education was related to lasting effects of slavery and only recent inclusion of African 
Americans in the public school system.   
Table 4.19:  Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Truancy/Education Not Important 
 
 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
African American Caucasian 
Code: Education not important –
“Education not a priority in poor communities.  
Not a Black thing or African American thing” 
(#14/P14). 
 
Code: Education not important –“I think 
it is multigenerational, the system, slavery, 
broken families were the norm.  Maury High 
School was not segregated until late.  Here you 
have families, generations that have never had 
stability.  A large number of families were not 
able to get an education until recently.  The 
average child in Norfolk comes from a family 
that was only able to get an education a few 
generations ago.    A lot of families didn’t get 
an education and don’t encourage children to 
get it.  White families push their children to get 
an education” (#12/P23). 
 
Code: Education not important –
“Education use to be valued in the Black 
community.  Multi-generations saw education 
as their ticket out of poverty and to the 












Table 4.20 presents several quotes from organization level decision makers who 
expressed opinions that African American youth and families are assessed differently 
than Caucasian youth and families.  As noted previously in Chapter III, the rationale for 
placing a code in this Supercode versus the Racial Bias Supercode was that codes 
reflecting judgments based on race or class and beliefs about inherent differences 
between African Americans and Caucasians were grouped together as assessment 
functions.  This Supercode was inclusive of both African American and Caucasian 
organization level decision makers.   
The three quotes below by two African American leaders highlight the opinions 
that race factors into judgments about children and their families.  They voiced 
sentiments that “Black males are feared” and ergo, are treated differently.  There are eight 
quotations from four Caucasian leaders and four of the eight are from one individual.  
The four quotations are provided to accurately capture the intense, candid comments 
made regarding the influence of personal values and biases that result in children being 
removed from the home.  One individual shared the view that disproportionality is the 
result of maladaptive behavior in the African American community and that quote was 
listed previously under the Supercode Client Maladaptive Behavior.  This researcher 
followed up with a question, asking “Can you describe the maladaptive behaviors?” and 
the individual responded by listing behaviors deemed maladaptive. The list of behaviors, 
because they are reflective of a judgment linking race to expected behaviors, was coded 








Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
Code: Where the referral comes from 
matters –“Not in terms of time frames 
because time frames are dictated by policy.  
Do we get referrals from certain places, 
certain neighborhoods? Yes, mostly poor, 
Black neighborhoods.  Certain hospitals.  High 
level of surveillance and suspicion about Black 
women causing an increase in referrals by 
professionals.  People not familiar to what 
they are going through.  If we took some time 
we would be able to help poor Black families 
that live in clusters” (#17/P17). 
Code: DMC occurs in assessment –“Yes, 
the policies assessing a child’s risk, the 
decision to take a child and have them come 
into care.  If you go back to the professional 
assessments, they are very subjective” 
(#15/P15).  
 
Code: Black males are feared –“Are 
African American males more threatening? 
Yes, they are feared, and yes overall treated 
differently. They are treated differently in 
society just by virtue of being Black” 
(#17/P17).   
 
Code: DMC occurs in assessment – [the 
participant’s had just made a comment that 
DMC was related to client maladaptive 
behavior] “Q: Can you describe the 
maladaptive behaviors? A: Criminal behavior, 
discipline of children, being overly loud and 
inappropriate, too demonstrative not being 
considerate (#21/P21 – also related to codes: 
Black people need to know how to act).   
 Code: DMC occurs in assessment – 
“Discrimination towards fat people and 
assumptions that fat people don’t need 
assistance that they get enough to eat.  Or they 
will look at her purse and see that it’s a Coach 
bag and think the person doesn’t need help.  
Morality issues and community values are 
always at work in this system” (#23/P28). 
 Code: DMC occurs in assessment –“Yes, 
at the senior level we look at data and say this 
is a problem. But look at the SDM (Structured 
Decision Making Tool) and where it was 
developed, it was developed in Wisconsin.  
Validity and reliability testing were done but 
there is still the influence of a White frame of 
reference. It gets very uncomfortable in those 
meetings and they go nowhere” (#23/28 – also 
related to code: DMC persists because people 




Table 4.20 Cont: Organization Level Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Assessment 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
 Code: DMC occurs in assessment –“We 
make assumptions Black and White workers 
about Black families that are often wrong 
and stereotyped like Black families don’t 
have resources, don’t take care of their 
children, Black parents use substances and 
it is a multigenerational problem.  This type 
of thinking then starts to justify removal, we 
have the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree 
mentality.  We think, she probably spent all 
her money on drugs, you hear workers say 
to each other, did you see her nails?  Or, 
they’re in our lobby but did you see who 
dropped her off and what kind of car it was, 
it was a Mercedes” (#23/P28 – also related 
to codes: no difference in how Black and 
White youth treat Black youth). 
 
 Code: where the referral comes from 
matters –“For example, a few years ago 
there was a directive to investigate high 
risk referrals, but the referrals came from 
hospitals that define high risk as not having 
any prenatal care, so they are only testing 
poor woman, who are mostly African 
American. So the focus of testing is on one 
population, for substances (#23/P28). 
 
 Code: DMC occurs in Assessment “White 
people assess Black kids differently from 
White kids”. (#35/P40 – also related to 













Table 4.20 Cont: Organization Level Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Assessment 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
 Code: Zip code/neighborhood matters –
“Yes, years ago if we got a call to go to 
Ocean View you would automatically make 
assumptions that the family was White, 
using drugs, involved in prostitution.  If it 
came from Larchmont you would assume 
there was probably nothing to worry about.  
If the referral came from one of the parks 
(public housing) then get in and out fast 
and take the police with you.  There were a 
lot of assumptions about economic level, 
violence level and behaviors that they were 
participating in.  We had an emergency 
shelter that refused services to a woman 
who was a pole dancer.  She had kids but 
the worker denied her services because of 
her profession.  The state made a policy 
that if you are charged with possession with 
intent to distribute that you can’t get food 
stamps.  You can get food stamps if you are 
convicted of murder or sex crimes but not 
for selling drugs.  Pretty sure our values 
are transferred to our clients even though 
in social work 101 in school they teach you 














The seven quotations below in Table 4.21 are provided from two front line 
decision makers (both African American) and reflect their shared opinions that 
neighborhood and race are significant factors in how youth are treated in the juvenile 
justice system.  Both participants acknowledged their own biases related to 
neighborhood. 
Table 4.21:  Front-line Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Assessment 
 
 
Decision Making Level: Front-line 
African American 
Code: zip code/neighborhood matters –“Not zip code but neighborhood yes.  When I hear 
where a kid lives, I know pretty much what I am dealing with, more treatment oriented in Little 
Creek where as downtown is more criminality, cut and dried, you did this crime, you are going to 
get locked up” (#5/P5). 
 
Code: the belief that Blacks are more violent –”Plain and simple, with African American 
youth, what you see is criminality” (#5/P5). 
Code: Black males are feared –“Black males are feared.  Particularly by White people.  
Especially White females” (#5/P5 – also related to codes: Black people are feared and race 
matters).  
 
Code: DMC occurs in assessment –“I have never done a YASI [Youth Assessment and 
Screening Instrument] and had a kid be anything but high risk.  I disagree that the YASI is an 
objective tool, it’s very subjective” (#8/P26). 
Code: DMC occurs in assessment –“I would revise the DAI [Detention Assessment 
Instrument] the tool used at intake to create an instrument that would eliminate some factors like 
parental criminal history.  I would eliminate a lot of parental factors, a lot! [emphatic]” 
(#8/P26). 
Code: White children just make mistakes –“White females get more options, and time to 
explore options and Black females are automatically viewed as criminals.  So difference is about 
race and we juggle that (#5/P5). 
 
Code: where the referral comes from matters –“One problem that I have seen in the 
schools deals with Assault on a Police Officer which is a felony and carries automatic detention 
and usually a felony conviction and possibly DJJ commitment or suspended commitment.  Once, 
if a student simply brushed against a police officer or mildly resisted, a simple assault 
misdemeanor charge would be filed.  Today, whether a school or police policy, the felony is filed 
and kids are charged and punished beyond the seriousness of the offense.  They are treated the 






Table 4.22 displays twelve quotes from six adjunct decision makers expressing 
various opinions about why African American youth are assessed differently.  Nine of the 
quotations are from four African American individuals who shared common views that 
‘Black males’ are feared and this fear explains differences in how African American 
youth are assessed to the treatment they receive.  Two Caucasian individuals shared 
opinions about how African American youth differ from Caucasian youth.  One 
individual noted that what gets noticed by professionals may be racially based. 
Table 4.22:  Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Assessment 
 
 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC occurs in assessment –“Then 
when they get to the court, the attitude of being 
fearful of Black males or viewing them as 
threatening permeates the system, particularly 
if there is a reason to confine, it shows up in 
level of confinement, they are written off, there 




Code: Black children just need to be 
fixed –“I think the system view Black people 
as “I know what you are like” in a negative 
way, full of prejudice. In some units, kids have 
been on probation for two-three years for their 
first offense.  Then when they commit another 
offense we recommend commitment because 
we can say they failed to be receptive to 
interventions but we made it so hard and 
impossible for them to get off in the first 
place.”(#2/P2). 
Code: Black males are feared –“Black 
males are viewed as more threatening. It starts 
in the school system, antsy in their seats, but 
they get labeled a problem, get diagnosed as 
special education/ADHD, put in special classes, 
suspended, expelled, it’s a vicious cycle” 
(#9/P10). 
 
Code: DMC occurs in Assessment – 
“DMC occurs most at the observational level, 
at what gets noticed and perceived as a threat.  
African American kids are less able to handle 
emotions when confronted by police, more 
likely to get defensive which can be perceived 
as a threat.  You have to consider who 
observes what, and look more closely at how 
they are greeted or approached differently.  
How the officer approaches and speaks to a 
Black kid versus a White kid.  The family 
associates police with racism, often don’t 
know who the Daddy is and the Mama has 
troubles with the system.  It leads to a lot of 





4.22 Cont: Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Assessment 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC occurs in assessment – “Do 
you think African American youth are assessed 
differently? Subconsciously yes, a lot of 
information and assumptions are made about 
appearance” (#9/P10). 
Code: Black people are feared –“Do you 
think African American youth are assessed 
differently? No, but professionals see African 
Americans as a threat, they are less 
threatened by White kids” (#12/P23). 
Code: DMC occurs in assessment - Do 
you think African American children are 
assessed differently for risk or threat? “Yes, 
appearance, especially Black males.  White kids 
with same charge present differently to the 
system and are treated differently.  The kids 
parents and what they do for a living all comes 
into play and into the assessment of how 
threatening the child is” (#14/P14 – also related 
to code: African American youth are treated 
differently). 
 
Code: DMC occurs in assessment – “The 
type of assessment tools we use. Not all are like 
the DAI, more are very culturally biased and 
the people who create the instrument, mostly 
White and middle class people are not sensitive 
to other values, diversity of people who will be 
assessed by the tool” (#14/P14). 
 
Code: DMC occurs in assessment – “The 
difference determines what path they are put on 
in the system, what we see and pay attention to, 
and what we recommend.  Even in education, 
the GED certificate or vocational training 
instead of graduation” (#14/P14). 
 
Code: DMC occurs in assessment –
“Values of the system of the criminal justice 
system is first public safety.  It means 
operationalizing a whole system based on 
assessing risk factors, evaluating criminality 
versus ability to be rehabilitated.  This has 
flowed mainly from conservative interest 
groups, creating sentencing structures, 
eligibility for parole, barrier crimes and 
expungement (sic).  The system has gotten more 
and more punitive over time, more and more 
exclusive in regard to who gets off and who gets 







4.22 Cont: Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Assessment 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC occurs in assessment – “Q: 
Do you think African American youth are 
assessed differently? A: Yes.  African American 
children are less likely to want to address 
mental health issues. Q: What are they more at 
risk of? A: They are deemed to be at risk, more 
likely it is assumed they are in gangs, at risk of 
failure in school and dropping out, lack of 
resources at home.  As soon as the system finds 
out they come from subsidized housing, lots of 
assumptions are made about 
deficits”(#20/P31). 
 
Code: zip code/neighborhood matters – 
“Yes, who ends up in the juvenile justice 
system, yes neighborhood matters more for 
referrals to CPS. Low income areas more likely 
to be investigated and given less latitude than 
higher income neighborhoods, the assumption 
being they, the high income family, have 





One individual from the Norfolk Focus Group made the comment below 
suggesting that race and class bias are intertwined in professional judgments. 
 
Table 4.23:  Norfolk Focus Group Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Assessment 
 
 
Norfolk Focus Group 
Code: zip code/neighborhood matter–“Yes, I think a lot of factors go into the problem, so 
the referral source matters, areas with the most referrals are low income areas in this city.  There 
is an intersection of class and race, which asks questions related to values, our values as 
professionals.  What do you do for a profession? Where did you go to school? The answers 
matter.  I think it is a class and cultural issue” (P42 – also related to class matters, race matters 










Supercode: Points in the System 
 
This was not a significant Supercode and only had two inclusive codes with a 
frequency of seven.  Four of the seven associated quotations were from Norfolk 
participants.  Two of the comments are provided below because their ability to pinpoint a 
specific place where disproportionality occurred was not shared by other participants.  
The first quote from an African American organization level decision maker notes that 
disproportionality is most observable at commitment and is related to differential 
decision making and treatment for African American youth. The second quotation, from 
an individual coded as Adjunct Decision Making Level – Caucasian is a flat answer, 
without elaboration to one of the interview questions, simply expressing an opinion that 
disproportionality is evident at various points in the system. 
 
Table 4.24:  Quotes Inclusive of Supercode: Points in the System 
 
 
Organizational Level Decision Maker 
African American 
Adjunct Decision Maker 
Caucasian 
Code: DMC occurs at violations of 
probation/parole – “At commitment, there 
are a lot of factors but the system is harsher 
with African American youth, and disparities 
between who ends up at that point and who is 
given more chances.  You can have two kids 
commit a crime, co-defendants and the White 
kid will get probation, intensive probation and 
Black kid will be going straight to a 
correctional facility because Black males are 
seen as more at risk of committing crimes” 
(#8/P26 – also related to Codes: African 
American youth are treated differently; Black 
youth commit more crime; Black youth get 
locked up and White youth get treatment).  
 
Code: DMC occurs in violations of 
probation/parole –“Q: Where and when 
does disproportionality mostly occur? A: 
Violations of probation, commitments and 













Norfolk Within Case Analysis: Discussion of Emergent Themes and Concept Map 
 
Several consistent themes emerged from the Norfolk interviews that expressed 
participant views on where and why disproportionality occurs.  The concept map above 
(Figure 4.1) illustrates the perceived relationship between external factors, internal 
factors and outcomes.  Participants across decision making levels distinguished between 
external factors which were out of their control and produce referrals into their systems 
like delinquent behavior and child abuse or neglect; and internal factors which produce 
perceived differential handling.  The shared view that African American youth are treated 
External Factors (Variables that occur outside the Child Welfare 
and Juvenile Justice Systems that affect entry) 
Racial Bias 
(Societal) 
Police and Judges 
have biases 
Poverty 
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Asessment Processes & Decisions 
Black Males are Feared 
Zip code/Neighborhood Matters 
African American Youth are Treated 
Differently 
who is diverted and who is not 
Unequal Representation 
 
No difference in how African 
American and Caucasian 
Professionals Treat Black youth 





differently is conceptualized by participants as an outcome of these external and internal 
factors. One quote by a participant summarized the view expressed by many and captured 
in the concept map that “DMC is not due to any one factor, but a confluence of race, 
class, and professional biases”.   
External factors included racial bias, poverty and client maladaptive behavior.  
Racial bias was seen as a strong societal reality that produces differences in policing 
practices and what gets reported to Child Protective Services. Quotes such as “There can 
be two Black guys standing on the corner and that alone constitutes probable cause” and 
“..a few years ago there was a directive to investigate high risk referrals, but the referrals came 
from hospitals that define high risk as not having any prenatal care, so they are only testing poor 
woman, who are mostly African American. So the focus of testing is on one population, for 
substances” demonstrate the attitude that societal racial bias results in African Americans 
being targeted or profiled.   
Poverty was viewed as creating social circumstances that lead to maladaptive 
behavior like drug addition, criminal behavior and poor parenting practices.  The two 
Supercodes Poverty and Client Maladaptive Behaviors were inclusive of the codes DMC 
related to poverty (13/22), DMC related to a lack of resources (14/27) and client 
maladaptive behavior (14/16).  The code DMC is related a lack of resources was 
associated with African American youth routinely receiving poor legal defense because 
they cannot afford an expensive attorney who will tell them how to act in court or 
properly advocate for services.   
The code, Truancy/Education not important is conceptualized in the Concept Map 
as related to the external factor as several participants from different decision making 
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levels closely associated poverty with race in Norfolk.  Comments made by participants 
also related truancy and poor performance in school to the de-valuing of education by 
poor, African American families.  African American participants expressed a frustration 
with African American families who fail to see the value of education as a mechanism for 
escaping poverty and racism.   
 These external factors were viewed by participants as the social context for the 
child welfare and juvenile justice system and are seen as inter-related and influencing 
internal organizational responses, attitudes and processes.  Racial bias and poverty 
generate referrals as well as permeate professional judgments.  The many comments 
coded as race matters and African American youth are treated differently reflect the 
shared opinions that racial bias is something systemic, an external as well as internal 
factor.   
Participants identified several internal factors including collective, professional 
racial bias was viewed as directly influencing professional judgments and assessments.  
African American and Caucasian professionals at all decision making levels concurred 
that race matters and African American youth are treated differently from their Caucasian 
counterparts.  Front line workers, all of whom are African American, had the largest 
number of quotes in reference to race matters (7/30), DMC is related to racism (8/17) and 
African American youth are treated differently (17/34) including the quote from the in 
vivo code I have to work harder with White clients.  Adjunct decision makers and 
participants in the focus group also indicated that race matters.   Although participants at 
the Organizational Decision Making level did not make as many statements about the 
presence of racial bias as front line workers, nine people made twenty-one statements 
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about it.  Participants across all decision making levels were in agreement that racial bias 
exists in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems as a subtle, covert and not-talked 
about factor in professional decision-making.   
Both race and class appear to be significant according to participants and are 
inseparable in decision making.  As one participant stated: “when I think poor, I think 
Black”.  Class in Norfolk has a color and poverty is Black.  Although racial bias is 
acknowledged as significant, the bigger factor in the opinion of the participants is the 
presence of professional biases which are a culmination of middle class values, racial and 
class bias and stereotypes. Only one participant indicated that racial bias was an overt, 
individual-level problem which could be attributed to racist, “red-neck judges”.  More 
common was the shared opinion that racial bias has been normalized in the ways in 
which White youth and families are more frequently given the benefit of the doubt and 
more options. The concept map illustrates the shared participant view that 
disproportionality is a structural and embedded problem such that there is no perceptible 
difference in how Black and White staff treat African American youth.  As one 
Organizational Decision Making level participant sadly noted, “the depth of the problem 
is overwhelming”. 
According to the majority of Norfolk participants professional biases produce 
different outcomes for African American youth evidenced at various points in the system 
in the assessment and decision making process: African American youth are feared, seen 
as more criminal, less resilient and their parents, particularly single African American 
mothers, as less able to adequately supervise their children.  These judgments result in 
harsher sentencing and decisions affecting foster care and reunification: 
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“..we don’t give the same latitude, compassion to Black kids, it’s pretty 
much an attitude if you committed a crime, you are going to be punished” 
(#2/P2). 
“..you would think that African American decision makers would help 
African American children but they don’t, they become part of the system 
and African American children stay longer in care and are not ultimately 
reunified with their family. Most of the workers are African American, you 
see what I mean? They become part of the system.  Professionally, color 
doesn’t matter, we all make the same assumptions” (#26/P33). 
Rival explanations for disproportionality were provided by several participants 
who identified client maladaptive behavior as a major contributing factor to 
disproportionality, including the presence of “differential offending” and Black youth 
commit more crime”.  Fifteen of the seventeen quotes associated with this code were 
from Norfolk and five of them from one individual.  This may suggest professionals’ 
associate poverty negatively with race. The African American participant who accused 
residents of public housing of having “retarded” morals and values seemed to attribute 
disproportionality to the effects of concentrated poverty in Norfolk.  For several 
participants poverty and maladaptive behavior are the primary causal variables of 
disproportionality.  One Organizational Decision Making level participant captured this 
bias in the flat statement “..when I think poor I think Black”.   
In summary, the data collected from Norfolk participants provided insights about 
how professionals in the child welfare and juvenile justice system view African American 
children and families.  It also provided revealing information about the phenomena of 
disproportionality and why and where participants think it occurs.  The majority of 
Norfolk participants concurred that professional biases which influence assessment and 
intervention decisions are the leading cause of the over representation of African 
American youth in both systems. 
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Case Study Findings:  The Comparison Case - Disproportionality in Virginia Beach  
(Within Case Data)  
 
 Virginia Beach, Virginia was selected as the comparison case for study because as 
noted in Chapter 3, the city demonstrates disporportionality in the child welfare and 
juvenile justice system but does not manifest the causal variables identified in the 
literature review to include poverty, unemployment, concentrated public housing units 
and high number of female headed households.  It was hypothesized that if those 
variables (poverty, single female headed households) were significant contributors to 
disproportionality and significant in Norfolk, than they would not be significant in 
Virginia Beach and could not explain disproportionality in Virginia Beach.  Data 
collection involved individual interviews with fifteen (15) people and a focus group with 
five participants who had previously participated in the individual process.  As in 
Norfolk, the location of the interviews was determined by the participants and mostly 
occurred in private offices with only two occurring in public places. The majority of the 
interviews lasted approximately an hour and a half although several were over two hours 
long and one lasted less than fifteen minutes and included the only participant in the 
research who responded he was unaware that disproportionality was a problem.  
The Virginia Beach case was bounded by several agencies that form the child 
focused, human service system as shown in Table 4.25. 
Table 4.25: Virginia Beach Case Inclusive Agencies 
Virginia Beach Department of Human Services  
2nd District Court Service Unit  
2
nd
 District Juvenile and Domestic Relations Court 
Virginia Beach Detention Center 
Virginia Beach Family Assessment and Planning Team (FAPT)  




Context of Interagency Relationships and the Interviews 
The agencies are public state or local levels of government which have various 
interconnected relationships.  The relationship network is less complex than in Norfolk 
and agencies are scattered across 258 square miles and concentrated at two locations 
approximately ten miles apart: Virginia Beach Blvd/Rosemont Road where the 
Department of Human Services Building is located and the Princess Anne Municipal 
Center location where the Virginia Beach (2
nd
 District) Juvenile and Domestic Relations 
Court and Court Service Unit are located.  The Court Service Unit is a state agency and 
has its’ funds and the juvenile detention facility (used to house juvenile offenders) 
managed by the local Department of Human Services.  Social workers who work for the 
Department of Human Services interact with court service unit and judicial personnel to 
obtain a court order to remove children or place them in foster care.  Adjunct agencies 
included the Commonwealth Attorney’s office which prosecutes juveniles, the Family 
Assessment and Planning Team (with the same function as the CAT team in Norfolk) 
which authorizes funding for services to at risk youth and the Community Services Board 
which provides mental health services to juveniles before the court and committee 
members on the Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative Committee.     
Confidentiality was equally a concern in Virginia Beach and the same assurances 
were made to the participants and governing bodies approving this research that the 
identity of respondents would be protected.  Just as in Norfolk, the appearances, titles, 
mannerisms, patterns of speech, and physical descriptions of personal offices were 
eliminated and only the participants own words used to provide the needed thick, rich 




Results of the individual interviews 
Individual and focus group interviews were transcribed, coded and analyzed 
resulting in sixteen documents .  Seventy-two (72) codes were identified and included 
133 quotations.  All but two participants answered yes to the question, Do you think 
African American youth are disproportionately represented in your system?  One 
participant stated “don’t see it as a major problem” and the other identified it as a 
problem in juvenile justice but not in foster care. The participant who responded he didn’t 
think it was a problem declined to comment further and the interview was terminated.  
What follows in Table 4.26 (pages 165-168) is a breakdown of Virginia Beach participant 
responses and significant codes by decision making level.   
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Significant Virginia Beach Themes and Quotes 
 
Significant Virginia Beach codes and sample quotes are displayed by Supercode 
in Tables 4.29 through 4.41 and illustrate important themes from the interviews. The 
Supercode Client Maladaptive Behavior was not significant in Virginia Beach but 
Organizational Culture/Professional bias was and the code DMC related to professional 
bias which had an overall frequency of 34 included 21 Virginia Beach quotes.  The open 
code DMC is related to perceptions of a lack of supervision with overall frequency of 
twenty three (23) was also significant representing fourteen of the overall twenty-three 
frequencies.  It was also related to ten other codes (groundedness) which are displayed 
below with Virginia Beach values.   
 
African Youth are treated differently {32} 
Black children just need to be fixed {3} 
Blacks and Whites don’t talk to each other about DMC {6} 
DMC is related to a lack of resources {11} 
DMC occurs in assessment {6} 
DMC related to bias towards single African American parents {6} 
DMC related to poverty {8} 
DMC related to professional biases {21} 
No difference in how Black and White staff treat Black youth {4} 




Participants in the Virginia Beach case study were candid and thoughtful in their 
responses.  Of the fifteen people interviewed, all but one answered that African American 
youth are treated differently.  The participant responses could best be described as 
contemplative.  Their responses placed less emphasis on client related factors and more 
on professional biases and processes that may contribute to disproportionality in the child 
welfare and juvenile justice system.  Although all of the participants discussed the matter 
seriously, no one became emotional or tearful.  Four of the seven Organizational 
Decision Makers expressed frustration at the lack of conversation about this problem in 
their systems but blamed an overall professional complacency and lack of skills in 
knowing how to have meaningful and productive conversations about race.   
Two codes that had overall low frequencies were included in the Virginia Beach 
count because they were only significant in Virginia Beach.  Four of the seven quotes 
associated with the in vivo code Black people need to act White in court were from 
Virginia Beach participants.  The in vivo code I work harder on African American cases 
to avoid being biased is also included because it was specific only to this case.  The 
quotes that follow capture key statements, themes and patterns from the interviews and 
present a verbal tapestry of insights about disproportionality.  Each quote references the 
participant and transcription document numbers.  Co-occurring codes are also noted as a 
way of demonstrating code density. 
Supercode: Racial Bias 
There were four African American and three Caucasian organization level 
decision makers who participated in the interviews and made comments related to this 
Supercode which are displayed in Table 4.27.  The inclusive codes with the highest 
frequency were race matters and African American youth are treated differently. One 
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Caucasian leader who agreed to be interviewed answered the first question with the 
response “I don’t see it as a major problem” and shortly thereafter ended the interview.  
While polite and courteous, he commented that he didn’t think African American youth 
or families were overrepresented and declined to comment further.  His response is 
shown as the negative or disconfirming case because while he was the only participant in 
this research to express such a point of view, other participants noted this view is shared 
by others in the system. 




Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
Code: race matters –“No, I don’t think it 
matters where the referral comes from but 
yes, it does matter what neighborhood or 
zip code you come from and race, definitely 
matters” (#1/P1 – also related to code: zip 
code/neighborhood matters). 
Code: don’t see it as a major problem –
negative/disconfirming case –“Yes, in juvenile 
detention, I don’t see it discussed in DHS 
[Department of Human Services].  Don’t even 
have it as a discussion.  Don’t see it as a major 
problem” (#4/P24). 
Code – African American 
youth are treated differently 
Our general population is made up 
of mostly young African and 
Hispanic males.  This is largely to 
do with appearance, dress, and 
speech.  Black youth don’t always 
come across as socially adequate, 
come across as brash, uncaring 
and aggressive” (#18/P18). 
 
Code: African American youth are treated 
differently –“By the time the issues gets to our 
level, there isn’t much we can do to solve DMC, 
unless it is to explore our own biases.  If the larger 
number of minorities appear before the court than 
other groups and you ask yourself, if you excluded 
biases would this phenomenon still occur?  The 
answer is probably yes, there is a disproportionate 
number of minorities in our system that commit 
crimes and experience differential handling by the 
police. African American youth are arrested and 








Table 4.27 Cont: Organizational Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Racial Bias 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
Code: African American youth are treated 
differently – “It all comes down to judgments 
we make about poor and Black families. The 
intersection of poverty and race” (#13/P13). 
 
Code: I work harder on African 
American cases –“I think I may be at risk 
of being more lenient on African American 
youth in an effort to be sure I am not being 
prejudiced.  I work harder on African 
American cases because I want to make sure 
I am making the right decision and not being 
biased (#36/P41). 
Code: African American youth are treated 
differently - Yes.  Because Caucasians tell me 
that a person would make comments assuming 
that I think the same way.  They either forget I am 
Black or don’t see that what they are saying 
biased.  Making comments that are racially 
biased but they don’t get it; don’t see that their 
attitude and assessments of kids of color are 
based on bias, myth and untruths.  It’s a racial 
bias.  We’ve come a long way but still a problem” 
(#28/P48).  
Code: DMC related to racism –“Yes, 
racial profiling and racial bias that goes on 
throughout the system, the schools, the 
courts, and police officers, all of it.  Each 
system feeds into the other. (#29/P36 – also 
related to code: race matters).   
 
Code: Race matters – “Race has an impact. 
Here in Virginia Beach most workers are 
Caucasian and middle income.  Often times when 
they are encountering African American and 
lower income families they may be quicker to 
judge them and have a fear of African American 
clients. Sometimes it’s just the way they (African 
Americans) express themselves, they are just 
expressing emotions, but when they get loud, 
Caucasian staff perceive them as threatening, 
everyone gets defensive and it doesn’t go well. It 
all becomes a subjective process, this back and 
forth between the client and worker, some of its 
race based and other based on class.  You need a 
2
nd
 level of supervision so that the worker can 
process, can see that they react and judge clients’ 
behavior; often misread intent.  A good 
supervisor can mediate.  A front line worker 
doesn’t have the authority” (#13/P13 also related 
to codes: Black people are feared, race matters, 







Table 4.27 Cont: Organizational Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Racial Bias 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
Code: African American youth are treated differently –“When you look at the big 
picture what are we doing locking up all these Black kids?” (#28/P48.) 
Code; DMC related to racism –“Q: Why does the problem of DMC persist? A: Racial bias.  
Q: Do you think the agency thinks that it is a problem? Don’t know, some do.  Q: Do people talk 
about racial bias? A: No, people don’t want to talk about it, it makes them uncomfortable.  Don’t 
know that it’s a problem for most White people” (#28/P48 –also related to codes: Black people 
believe White people are racist and DMC persists because people don’t talk about it). 
 
Five front line people participated in the interviews representing both the 
Department of Human Services and Court Service Unit.  Two African American 
participants had quite a few comments regarding the presence of racial bias in their 
systems.  Ten of the twelve quotes associated with the code African American youth are 
treated differently were made by these two participants. The other three front line 
participants were Caucasian and also made remarks that are inclusive of this Supercode. 
The comments of all five are included in Table 4.28. 
Table 4.28:  Front-line Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Racial Bias 
 
Decision Making Level: Front-line 
African American Caucasian 
Code: African American youth are 
treated differently –“People view the White 
kid as “he just made a mistake but the Black 
kid with the single mom, well they think “he 
doesn’t have a male role model”. I even catch 
myself thinking the same thing” (#6/P25 – also 




Code: - African American youth are 
treated differently “Anger in African 
American males is often a symptom of 








Table 4.28 Cont: Front-line Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Racial 
Bias 
Decision Making Level: Front-line 
African American Caucasian 
Code – African American youth are 
treated differently –“I think it has to do 
with the culture of the city itself, there is a big 
discrepancy in schooling, i.e. we don’t want 
light rail to come because we don’t want the 
poor, Black people of Norfolk to come here.  
The Judges are old school here, they see 
African American kids as this kid doesn’t have 
any protective factors.  We, the system, can do 
a better job of supervising this kid.  Personally, 
I don’t think it’s just Whites, but Blacks too 
who think that way” (#6/P25 – also related to 
codes: Black children need to be fixed, DMC 
related to perceptions of a lack of supervision 
and no difference in how Black and White 
professionals assess Black youth). 
 
Code: African American youth are 
treated differently –“ I think African 
American youth are more likely to be diverted 
to court rather than foster care.  
Intergenerational biases.  It is a class issue.  
What I’m saying is if they come in contact with 
authorities, say like CHINS, probably a 
tendency to steer towards the juvenile justice 
system if they are Black rather than foster care.  
More of a class issue so if African American 
middle class than less of a problem. The more 
African Americans look and act White the less 
color is a problem” (#27/P34). 
 
Code: African American youth are 
treated differently “The system views 
poorer kids as needing help, intervention, 
services and supervision to get them away from 
the influences of bad environments.  Black kids 
stay on probation longer then White kids for 
the same reason” (#6/P25 – also related to 
code: Black children need to be fixed). 
 
Code: police and judges have biases 
towards Black people –“Heavy 
enforcement areas produce referrals.  It 
(DMC) starts before it gets to us” 
(#10/P11) 
 
 Code: police and judges have biases 
towards Black people –“Yes, potentially in 
some places.  See judges in court and there is a 
difference in who gets what type of treatment 









There were only three people from adjunct agencies who participated in the 
interview process and all three were Caucasian. Ten quotes made by this group were 
coded as African American youth are treated differently and are included in Table 4.29.  
Table 4.29:  Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Racial Bias 
 
 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
Caucasian 
Code: African American youth are 
treated differently –“Institutionalized 
racism.  Reason I am puzzled is I want to make 
sure you understand what I mean.  Cultural, 
societal and economic racism.  White kids get 
treatment and deferred and African American 
kids tend to get charged.  Society is afraid, 
White society is afraid of African American 
kids” (# 24/P32 – also related to codes: race 
matters and Black males are feared). 
 
Code: African American youth are 
treated differently –“Yes, there are policies 
but I can’t think of a specific one right now, 
especially informal practices.  My own pet term 
is “affluenza”(sic) regarding the problem here 
in Virginia Beach.  There is a program in the 
school system call SAIP, in private practice it is 
a cash cow.  If a student is in a school and is 
caught with a substance illegal or legal he or 
she is suspended and sent to SAIP.  Kids are 
supposed to be referred and then either 
returned to school or an alternative school.  
5% of Cox students go to an alternative school 
versus 5% get returned to their home school at 
Green Run.  Automatic differential treatment.  
Rich, White kids get returned to school and 
lower income Black kids automatically get 
referred to alternative school. 
Disproportionality occurs mostly in the school 
system” (#24/P32- also related to codes: class 
matters and where the referral comes from 
matters). 
 
Code: police and judges have biases 
towards Black people – “It’s evident in the 
kinds of services at the probation level and at 
the arrest level with police and with the judges.  
The police are more likely to pick up and 
African American males and at the probation 
level, it is evident in the types of services, by 






Code: African American youth are 
treated differently –“Yes.  We have a lot of 
White, fairly well to do families in the 
community, if any White kids from those 
families come to courts with 2 parents, a 
lawyer and are well dressed, they will be 




Table 4.29 Cont: Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Racial 
Bias 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
African American Caucasian 
Code: African American youth are 
treated differently “I think great, Black kids 
are less amenable or perceived as less 
amenable to treatment, less of a tendency to 
give another chance, the court room 
demeanor, legal representation, lack of legal 
advocacy, transfers to circuit court.  Also a 
reluctance to have charges reduced.  Pretty 
much there is a hard line taken towards 
African American youth, more so than towards 
Caucasian youth” (#16/P16) also related to 
codes: DMC occurs in unequal representation, 
DMC occurs in violations of probation and 
race matters). 
 
Code: African American youth are 
treated differently –“Yes, there are 
preconceived notions based on dress, 
appearance, language.  We read case studies, 
and the language used to describe African 
American youth is vastly different than the 
language used to describe Caucasian children.  
The differences are based on concepts and 
criteria, the White interpretation of 
“appropriateness”, the dress, eye contact, 
language, shaking of hands, etc. that Whites 
use to measure appropriate social skills.  (Q: 
Do you think threat is assessed differently in 
African American versus Caucasian youth?) 
Yes, within the context of environment.  There 
are certain neighborhoods that raise anxiety- 
get transferred to that child/individual.  I might 
not have anything to do with the person but 
they get transferred to adult court because of 
where they live, the environment they come 
from and associations made about that 
environment. The risk assessment instrument 
shows risk factors are higher, more prevalent 
for African American youth and Hispanic 
youth” (#16/P16).  
 
 
Code: DMC related to racism – “Racism 
is undercover.  People who would say 
something racist years ago won’t say it now 
but still think it.  Twenty years ago if a client 
was Black and from Norfolk, oh yeah, they are 
going to detain them.  Don’t know how much 
people really change” (#11/P47 – also related 
to code: DMC related to professional biases). 
 
Code DMC related to racism –“Q: Why 
does problem persist despite efforts to reduce 
DMC? A:My personal belief is that it is due to 
racism.  Having standards like the DAI has 
changed everything but racism is still there” 
(#11/P47).   
 
Code: Black people need to learn to act 
White – “We have a clothes closet because 
appearances matter in court.  We try and help 








Five people participated in the Virginia Beach focus group who had previously 
been interviewed.  Two quotes from this group that are associated with this Supercode 
regarding the differences between how African American and Caucasian youth are 
treated include are presented in Table 4.30. 
Table 4.30:  Virginia Beach Focus Group Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Racial Bias 
 
 
Virginia Beach Focus Group 
The law is more harshly applied to Black youth 
 
White kids are kids who just made a mistake and the system looks at ways to give them breaks.  




Seven of the eleven Virginia Beach quotes associated with the code DMC occurs 
in unequal representation were made by African American organizational decision 
makers.  Additional quotes related to the codes DMC related to poverty and DMC related 
to a lack of resources are also included in the collection of remarks shown in Table 4.31 
including four Caucasian organizational decision makers. 
Table 4.31:  Organizational Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Poverty 
 
Organizational Decision Maker 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC related to unequal 
representation – “Another policy that leads 
to DMC is unequal representation and the 
public defender versus a private attorney.  
Wealthier families can afford expensive 
attorneys who are able to get charges reduced 
or dismissed.  The public defender’s office does 
a good job but they don’t have the time or 
expertise or motivation to defend poor kids.  
They don’t get a fair shake in court” (#1/P1).   
Code: DMC occurs in unequal 
representation –“ I think that often times at 
different points of contact there aren’t as many 
options for kids and families. They can’t hire 
an attorney” (#29/P36 –also related to code: 





Table 4.31 Cont.: Organizational Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Poverty 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC related to unequal 
representation –“They don’t have equal 
outcomes.  Partly due to unequal 
representation.  The old boy network.  
Decisions made behind closed doors.  Access 
or lack of access to decision makers.  I’ll give 
you an example of a kid charged with 
possession of marijuana.  The White kid will be 
given more resources, linkages and 
connections.  Johnny gets to walk home.  The 
minority youth gets incarcerated” (#18/P18 – 
also related to codes: African American youth 
are treated differently and differential 
treatment for drug use). 
 
Code: DMC occurs in unequal 
representation –“Racial background of kids 
who have private attorneys are all White kids.  
So who ends up here in detention are mostly 
Black kids whose parents can’t hire an 
attorney” (#29/P36).   
 
Code: DMC related to unequal 
representation – “I think I want to answer 
by saying economics enters into it, many 
African American families can’t afford a high 
priced attorney and attorneys do make a 
difference.  A lot of African American families 
can’t afford to pay a higher priced attorney 
and end up with a court appointed attorney.  It 
does make a big difference” (#28/P48 – also 
related to code: DMC related to poverty). 
 
Code: DMC related to poverty –“We have 
to go back to the root issues which is poverty” 
(#36/P41). 
 
Code: DMC related to unequal 
representation – “A good attorney is your 
best defense in court.  Don’t get me wrong, 
here we have good public defenders but they 
are overworked.  High priced attorney tells you 
how to dress in court and behave and people 
generally listen to the advice of someone they 
are paying a lot of money to.  Image does 
matter and have a say” (#28/P48). 
 
Code: DMC related to a lack of 
resources – “For many African American 
poor families in this city there are not a lot of 
resources and they don’t have access to the 
same resources as White families” (#36/P41).   
 
Code: DMC related to poverty –“African 
Americans have the lowest income, however 
this is a function  of education and skill set, of 
not having enough confidence to approach 
systems.  It has more to do with class and 






Table 4.31 Cont.: Organizational Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Poverty 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC related to a lack of 
resources – “If the system is not involved, a 
lot of conditions in the home are no one’s 
business, but once we become involved we have 
criteria like number of bedrooms, beds etc. that 
can make it hard for a poor family to comply.  
A lot of African American families can achieve 
a marginal level of compliance but fail to 
achieve or meet the high living standards 
imposed on them by the department in order 
for them to get their kids back” (#13/P13). 
 
 
Code: DMC related to a lack of 
resources –“Often that leads to a removal 
from the home or some type of formal 
intervention that would likely not occur if the 
single mom had access to greater resources.  
Many African American families have barriers 
to resources or keeping/getting their children 
back. Housing is a big barrier.  Many poor 





Front line workers in Virginia Beach had fewer quotes associated with this 
Supercode. Three quotes from two participants are included in Table 4.32. 
Table 4.32:  Front-line Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Poverty 
 
Front-line Decision Maker 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC related to a lack of 
resources –“One cause is extended family 
members not able to take kids when the parents 
falter.  If we had a good system of kinship care 
a lot of kids wouldn’t come into care.  Some 
workers may make it too difficult to get kids 
back once the kids come into care.  The bar is 
too high for some parents to meet” (#30/P37).   
 
Code: DMC is related to lack of 
resources –“[ What do you think causes 
disproportionality to be a problem in your 
agency? ] Criminogenic risk factors and many 
African American families don’t have the 
financial resources to link them to resources 
that would treat those risk factors like 
substance abuse, mental health issues, school 
problems, negative peer group influences, 




Table 4.32 Cont.: Front-line Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Poverty 
Decision Making Level: Front-line 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC related to a lack of 
resources – “Once we get involved we dictate 
how many kids can be in one room, what type 
of sleeping arrangements and beds they have 
to have.  For poor families these expectations 
are often impossible to fulfill” (#30/P37 – also 





Adjunct Decision Makers, all of whom were Caucasian made four remarks 
associated with this Supercode.  They are displayed below in Table 4.33. 
Table 4.33:  Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Poverty 
 
Caucasian 
Code: DMC related to unequal representation –“The legal representation for 
minority kids is inadequate” (#16/P16).   
 
Code: DMC related to unequal representation –“The policy that would have the 
most impact on DMC would be competent legal representation, due process rights 
insured.  There are very little resources in the public defender system to support adequate 
representation. I would insure adequate legal representation and attention to due process.  
I think their legal rights are violated all over the place and no really says anything.  When 
basic constitutional rights are not in place than nothing else is going to right in the 
juvenile justice system” (#16/P16). 
 
Code: DMC related to a lack of resources –“ Another issue is academic instruction 
is culturally incompetent and understanding of the barriers like no transportation, no 
computer at home and basic safety precautions that would insure a child is safe in their 
environment which a lot of them are not.  Basic safety precautions and rights like medical 
care, and psychological services, these affect the ability to learn and make academic 
progress.  The problem of DMC persists because we haven’t really dealt with the real 
problem” (#16/P16). 
 
Code: DMC related to a lack of resources –“Have seen from 20% to 40% of kids 
before the court are there for family issues, kids with single parents that have no family 
resources and a lack of supervision” (#11/P47 –also related to code: DMC related to 





Supercode: Maladaptive Behaviors  
This was not a significant Supercode in Virginia Beach. It represents only seven 
overall quotes from Virginia Beach participants, and there were only four quotes from 
those in leadership positions.  Table 4.34 presents those quotes: two from two different 
African American participants and two from the same Caucasian participant. 
Table 4.34:  Organizational Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Client 
Maladaptive Behavior 
 
Organizational Decision Maker 
African American Caucasian 
Code” families mistrust the system – 
“DMC occurs and persists most frequently in 
Violations of Probation and commitments. This 
is a result of certain staff’s inability to accept 
family’s as individuals, I mean they still have 
strengths but when you have families mistrust 
the system and families are perceived as “ 
resistant”, staff view a family as cooperative if a 
family participates, they look at progress, so 
look at what is going on to support progress and 
sometimes they just miss the boat with African 
American families, misjudge.  For instance kids 
and families who willingly go into therapy are 
given more breaks, are seen as being more 
cooperative and making progress” (#1/P1 – also 
related to codes: DMC occurs in violations of 
probation and a family is cooperative that 
participates).   
Code: DMC related to maladaptive 
behaviors –“There is a lack of father 
figures and too many fathers are not 
involved, not brought up to recognize right 
from wrong, the downfall of the nuclear 
family has been the downfall of family 
values” (#36/P41).  
 
Code: families mistrust the system –
“Another cultural piece is that African 
Americans don’t necessarily believe in 
counseling.  They don’t see it as helpful.  Also 
lots of distrust of the system.  They think that 
counseling is just a way for the system to take 
your kids. If you have a worker who doesn’t 
properly identify fear, fear of not getting a fair 
shake, in child welfare there are a lot of checks 
and balances to move toward termination of 
parental rights and prevent one person from 
making such a decision” (#13/P13). 
Code: Black youth commit more 
crime –“Yes, they commit more crimes.  It 
is an epidemic in the African American 





No quotes were included in this Supercode from individuals coded as Front-line 
Decision Makers and only two quotes from the group identified as Adjunct Decision 
Makers were placed under this Supercode.  Table 4.35 presents the two quotes by adjunct 
decision makers that were captured by this Supercode.  
Table 4.35:  Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Client 
Maladaptive Behavior 
 
Adjunct Decision Maker 
Caucasian 
Code: Early Intervention Would Help –“I would recommend that we target very young 
children, and provide adequate child care that is safe.  It is a double edged sword, that society 
says you much work but affordable child care and medical care are not affordable.  Early 
education, prepare children for school.  Literacy, that is vital, teaching kids to read and be 
prepared for formal education.  All this has to start at an early age” (#16/P16). 
 
Code: DMC related to self fulfilling prophecy –“ It’s a vicious cycle, the broken window 
theory, creates a situation where children don’t feel valued. They tend not to value themselves, if 
you don’t value yourself it is easy, maybe not easy but if you don’t value yourself you certainly 
don’t value others.  Once something like that happens it confirms stereotypes, and the kid gets 
treated like a stereotype” (#24/P32). 
 
 
Supercode: Organizational Culture/Professional Bias 
The top three codes in Virginia Beach under this Supercode heading were DMC 
related to perceptions of a lack of supervision (14/23), DMC persists because people 
don’t talk about it (13/28)and DMC related to professional biases (21/34).  The highest 
frequency code and associated quotes were with DMC related to professional bias.  
Among African American organizational decision makers there were quite a few 
comments regarding the ways in which professional bias affects decision making towards 
African American youth and families.  Table 4.36 shows the eleven quotes by 
organizational decision makers included in this Supercode. 
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Table 4.36:  Organizational Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Organizational Culture/Professional Bias 
 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
Code: We want to help you until you 
make us mad –“ For many probation officers 
the attitude is “ we want to help until you make 
me mad”.  Most kids are locked up because they 
made their PO mad.  Most kids are locked up 
because of POPO – “Pissed Off Probation 
Officer” (#1/P1 – also related to code: a family 
is cooperative that participates) 
 
Code: DMC related to policing 
policies – “The initial point of contact 
though with the police offices is hard to 
turn around.  Racial bias is a major target.  
People are not going to admit to being 
racially biased” (#29/P36).  
 
Code: DMC persists because people don’t 
talk about it –“ The problem persists because 
people are afraid and don’t talk about it, see 
Black people as inferior, bottom line they are 
just not like White people.  Obama is the 
exception.  I am the exception.  The rest of us 
Black folks are the rule, they can’t succeed, 
aren’t smart enough, etc.  Fear comes from the 
media and how people grow up, what they are 
exposed to” (#1/P1 –also related to code: Black 
people are feared and see people as inferior). 
 
DMC related to professional biases –
“I would like to think that I am not 
prejudiced or biased but I know that I am a 
product of my upbringing.  I can’t separate 
my background from my decision making” 
(#36/P41). 
 
Code: DMC related to professional biases 
–Q: “Are African American children accessed 
differently than Caucasian children for risk and 
threat? A: In some situations. If an African 
American male is 6”3” and menacing, what you 
see first, it’s human nature, are his physical 
characteristics and will he beat up this kid 
across the board.  We dispense decision making 
to take a course of action without addressing 
philosophy.  We look at foster care, the numbers 
and see who stays in foster care and who gets 
reunified.  Virginia Beach is trying to find a new 
model for reunifying kids.  No, we don’t really 
digress into conversation. We really know the 
numbers.  So consumed with the day to day 
issues.  We are not really looking at color” 
(#18/P18). 
 
Code: DMC related to professional 
biases- “Consider the name of the street of 
the detention facility in Norfolk.  It was 
once Child Care Lane and is now renamed 
Security Lane.  The street name change 
reflects a change in philosophy and focus.  
We use to have upholstered furniture and 
treatment, that went out the window with 
the new administration who was like, these 







Table 4.36 Cont.: Organizational Level Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of 
Supercode  
Organizational Culture/Professional Bias 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC related to professional biases 
–“We don’t want an adversarial relationship 
and have played a role in helping the children, 
parent and other family members be successful.  
We work on own body language, large Black 
male, got to work on most personal issues. Can’t 
come across as brazen or as having a lack of 
empathy.  We treat the family, greet people, talk 
to people, talk to social worker beforehand.  
Process can be adversarial and contentious. 
Interesting to see the families response to seeing 
an African American male at the head of the 
table.  DHS services in general have been 
inundated with White females.  The number of 
African American and Hispanic integrated into 
the system is very few.  It’s a matter of not going 
to school and taking up helping professions and 
at the end of the day not graduating and going 
to college.  Too many people of color not 
graduating and finishing school or going to 
college or understanding the preparation that is 
required for life” (#18/P18.) 
Code: DMC persists because people 
don’t want to talk about it –“We don’t 
talk about DMC other than at statewide 
meetings where there are formal 
presentations about DMC” (#29/P36). 
 
Code: DMC related to perceptions of a 
lack of supervision – “Black child who lives 
with single mom who works 14 hours a day is 
going to very challenged to provide the 
supervision available in a lot of White families.  
Sometimes disproportionality is a function of 
these types of decisions.  We remove kids or put 
services in place based on assumptions of 
capacity to provide supervision.  Sometimes 
there is no one other than the single mom, in the 
family who can supervise” (#13/P13). 
Code: DMC persists because people 
don’t talk about it –“ We don’t have a 
forum for talking about it but occasionally, 
with certain people, we do talk about it and 
agree it is a problem.  We don’t know what 
to do about it (#36/P41). 
 
Code: DMC related to professional biases 
– “Not formal policies but prior to the DAI and 
outside of intake people made and continue to 
make decisions on how people look and act.  If 
you are middle class or upper class you are 
given breaks.  Lower income kids are going to 






There were five front line decision makers who participated in the interviews in 
Virginia Beach whose comments are shown in Table 4.37.  Two of the African American 
participants had the majority of quotes associated with this Supercode.  Several of the 
quotes included below in Table 4.37 reflect an awareness of their own and others’ biases 
that affect the way that African American youth and families are assessed and treated. 
Table 4.37:  Front-line Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Organizational Culture/Professional Bias 
 
Decision Making Level: Front-line 
African American Caucasian 
Code: No difference in how Black and 
White staff treat Black youth –“There is 
a difference in the values that go into 
assessing risk and threat. It’s not just Whites 
but Black professionals too, they all see the 
Black youth and label them at risk because of 
racial and socio-economic factors” (#6/P25). 
Code: DMC related to professional 
biases- “I think some of it is historical, good 
ole boy network, representative of decisions 
being made without really understanding.  No 
data to support impressions of people not like 
themselves.  People at the state level and even 
here, there is a culture of this is how we do 
things here” (#22/P27).  
Code: DMC related to policing 
practices –“Informal policies that contribute 
to DMC are the first step in the process, when 
the officer makes the decision to detain or 
arrest a kid.  In White neighborhoods, there 
are plenty of White kids that use drugs and get 
in trouble but it is more visible in the Black 
neighborhoods with apartment complexes” 
(#6/P25).   
Code: DMC persists because people 
don’t want to talk about it –“Q: Why does 
it persist? A: I think because people don’t want 
to talk about it, so we put the bow on it but 
there isn’t anything in the box.  Maybe because 
it doesn’t really affect White people” 
(#22/P27).   
 
Code: DMC related to professional 
biases – “Sometimes workers set up 
unrealistic expectations and make judgments 
about the house, housekeeping and family that 
are not realistic or necessary.  If we are not in 
your life it doesn’t matter, it isn’t anyone 
business where the kids sleep and how many 
you have in one bedroom” (#30/P37 – also 









Table 4.37 Cont: Front-line Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Organizational Culture/ Professional Bias 
Decision Making Level:  Front-line 
African American Caucasian 
Code: DMC related to professional bias 
–“The bias persists because people allow it to.  
People don’t want to sit down and talk about 
it.  They don’t want to veer too far off their 
own path.  When they are making decisions 
about people’s life that affects them, it 
involves judgments about other people. Very 
subjective judgments that seriously impact a 
persons’ life.  We do judge.  I think most 
racial bias is unconscious” (#6/P25 – also 
related to codes: DMC persists because 
people don’t want to talk about it and there is 
an inherent bias). 
 
DMC related to professional biases –
“The worker doesn’t want to take the risk of 
something going wrong and only sees the 
problems so to be on the safe side will remove 
the kids.  Safety is everything.  The workers 
take job seriously and the risk sometimes 
seems too great.  They don’t want to see their 
name in the paper as having made a bad call 
that resulted in harm to the child” (#30/P37). 
 
 
Code: DMC persists because people 
don’t want to talk about it –“New 
employees not told anything, we don’t talk 












Three adjunct decision makers, all of whom were Caucasian had several 
comments regarding professional biases that were grouped with the Supercode .  Their 
comments shown in Table 4.38 reflect shared beliefs that professional biases towards 
African American youth are system-wide and routine.  
Table 4.38:  Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode Organizational 
Culture/Professional Bias 
 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct  
Caucasian 
Code: DMC related to policing policies – “Certain policing policies and programs put in 
place for good reasons, but because of increased presence, results in greater numbers of 
African Americans in the system” (#16/P16). 
 
Code: no difference in how Black and White staff treat Black youth –“At the judicial 
level, one Judge here in particular is very harsh on kids.  The judge was African American too” 
(#11/P47). 
 
Code: DMC related to policing policies – “I think the problem is caused by identification 
of African American youth by police officers as trouble.  They are more likely to be stopped, 
more likely to be charged, more likely to go to court.  I have worked hard on this issue” 
(#11/P47). 
 
Code: DMC related to professional biases – “It starts at the police level and continues 
through intake, social services, the judicial, even the DAI and diversion.  This attitude that if 
you are Black and male and have a single parent mother and you are in trouble that you need 
the court to step in and supervise you” (#11/P47 – also related to codes: African American 
youth are treated differently, DMC related to perceptions of a lack of supervision, and the 
culture is responsible). 
 
Code: DMC related to professional biases – “Informal practices that perpetuate DMC 
are not staffing services with larger group.  PO’s are pretty much free agents.  We’ve talked 
about bringing a group together from a money standpoint to review service recommendations 
but it would be helpful to review service recommendations from a DMC viewpoint.  Being a 
free agent contributes to DMC.  Supervisors are involved but it would help if more people 










Table 4.38 Cont.: Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Organizational Culture/Professional Bias 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
Caucasian 
Code: DMC related to professional biases –“ Yes, kids from Black neighborhoods, Black 
kids spend longer in detention, have a higher rate of commitment, higher transfer rate, higher 
prosecution rates, probably violated more often, I don’t know.  The difference is in how we 
view kids.  Caucasian kids are viewed as basically good kids who made a mistake.  African 
American kids are viewed as criminals who need a lot of services.  We are working as an 
agency on this disparity and what we mean by “normal” family.  African American single 
moms are not viewed as a “normal” family but those ideas are really outdated when you look 
at the number of White single moms.  The only things that has changed the numbers is the DAI.  
People’s values haven’t changed.  The DAI has been a technical change but people’s values 
haven’t changed” (#11/P47 – also related to codes: African American youth are treated 
differently, race matters and White children just make mistakes). 
related to perceptions of a lack of supervision – “African Americans live in communities 
with high police enforcement, single female headed households and a lack of supervision” 
(#16/P16). 
Code: DMC persists because people don’t want to talk about it –“New employees are 
not told that it is a problem.  The problem is not important at an institutional level.  You have 
to arrive at that conclusion, that it is a problem, by your own conclusions.  That it is an 
important problem is based on your own observations” (#24/P32). 
Code: DMC related to professional bias –“ Instead of an individualized treatment plan 
that addresses the underlying issues which would give him leeway he is treated in this 
proscribed way full of assumptions about who he is and what is going on with him” (#24/P32). 
 
Supercode: Truancy/Education Not Important 
 This was not an important Supercode in Virginia Beach with a frequency of only 
two associated quotes.  Below in Table 4.39 is the single comment from an adjunct 
decision maker. 
Table 4.39: Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
Truancy/Education Not Important 
 
 
Decision Making Level: Adjunct 
Caucasian 
Code: Truancy/Education Not Important – “In our work here the poor academic 
performance sets them up for being watched carefully.  Literacy is high correlated with 
delinquency.  Associate with social protective factors that leads to involvement in the court 






Supercode: DMC Occurs in Assessment 
 Three participants identified as organization level decision makers provided 
several quotes associated with this Supercode connecting professional bias to class and 
racial prejudices.  A total of six quotes are shown below in Table 4.40.  Two of the 
African American participants observed that Caucasian professionals are often fearful of 
African Americans and this fear leads to differential treatment.  The one Caucasian 
participant voiced that the problem of disproportionality is bigger than the local child 
welfare and juvenile justice system and is also present in the school system. 
Table 4.40:  Organizational Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode DMC 
Occurs in Assessment 
 
Organizational Decision Maker 
African American Caucasian 
Code: Zip code matters –Kids who come 
from the North end are hardly ever charged 
whereas kids from the twin-canal area are 
almost always charged.  Class has more to do 
with the decision making I think,  with middle 
and upper middle class kids given more breaks” 
(#1/P1 – also related to codes: class matters and 
race matters). 
 
Code: Where the referral comes from 
matters –“ In the community, before the 
case ever comes into the system, starts in 
the community, the school, in the family, 
what kids get the negative attention and 
resources, especially in the school system” 
(#36/P41). 
 
Code: Black people are feared –“Color is 




Code: Black people are feared – “Here in 
Virginia Beach most workers are Caucasian and 
middle income.  Often times when they are 
encountering African American and lower 
income families they may be quicker to judge 
them and have a fear of African American 







Table 4.40 Cont.: Organizational Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
DMC Occurs in Assessment 
Decision Making Level: Organizational 
African American Caucasian 
Code: Black people are feared –“ 
Sometimes it’s just the way they (African 
Americans) express themselves, they are just 
expressing emotions, but when they get loud, 
Caucasian staff perceive them as threatening, 
everyone gets defensive and it doesn’t go well” 
(#18/P18 – also related to code: belief that 
Blacks are more violent).  
 
 
Code: White children just make mistakes 
–“White children in contrast are automatically 
given the benefit of the doubt, they made a poor 





The comments of three front-line decision makers related to the Supercode DMC 
Occurs in Assessment are displayed in Table 4.41.  Two of them were African American 
and made statements about systemic differential judgments made about African 
American youth.  It is important to note that these statements were made by African 
American professionals who observed they are part of a system where Black and White 
youth are judged differently.   
Table 4.41:  Front-line Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode DMC Occurs 
in Assessment 
 
Front-line Decision Maker 
African American Caucasian 
Code: Black children just need to be 
fixed –“The system views poorer kids as 
needing help, intervention, services and 
supervision to get them away from the 
influences of bad environments”(#6/P25). 
 
Code: zip code matters – “Schools 
are most obviously judgmental and are 








Table 4.41 Cont.: Front-line Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode 
DMC Occurs in Assessment 
Decision Making Level: Front-line 
African American Caucasian 
Code: Black people need to know how to 
act White –“With Black kids, we are looking 
for ways that probation is needed, see braids 
and saggy pants as an indication of “they don’t 
know how to behave or act”.  See White kids 
with a tie on and see competency, abilities.  
Judges and the Commonwealth Attorney’s are 
influenced by how kids present and the biases 
that they have about Black kids being 
criminals” (#6/P25) 
Code: Zip code matters – “Yes, 
who ends up in the juvenile justice 
system, yes neighborhood matters more 
for referrals to CPS. Low income areas 
more likely to be investigated and given 
less latitude than higher income 
neighborhoods, the assumption being 
they, the high income family, have 
resources, so DSS services not needed” 
(#27/P34). 
 
Code: DMC occurs in assessment–“We 
assess threat and risk differently for White and 
Black kids and just see Black kids as more at 
risk of getting into gangs or harm and 
simultaneously more likely to commit crimes. 
Also we don’t put Black kids into great homes 
when we place them which results in multiple 
placements.  Maybe it’s because no one wants 
them, especially Black males, even Black 
families” (#30/P37-also related to codes: DMC 
related to professional biases, Black males are 
feared and African American youth are treated 
differently). 
 
Code: DMC occurs in assessment –
“Workers here see a Black kid and see them as 
more at risk and more dangerous.  A White kid 
and a Black kid can have the same issues but 
the Black child will be removed from the home, 
maybe go to a group home or put in foster care.  
The Black child is more dangerous and needs 
more supervision, especially the Black male 
adolescent” (#30/P37).   
 
Code: Zip code matters – “Yes, it matters 
just like race matters.  If you are poor and are 
Black you are going to get different treatment.  
The culture here looks at Black and White 
particularly poor Black families differently.  See 
risk, problems, potential for harm to the child 





Two adjunct decision makers, both of whom were Caucasian, expressed opinion 
about how disproportionality occurs in various assessment processes which are shown 
below in Table 4.42. 
Table 4.42:  Adjunct Decision Maker Quotes Inclusive of Supercode: DMC Occurs 
in Assessment 
 
Adjunct Decision Maker 
Caucasian 
Code: Where the referral comes from matters –“Yes, it does matter where the 
referral comes from.  The city government does everything by geomap, police calls, 
suicide, food stamp recipients, assignment of probation officers, yes, it is driven by these 
geomaps.  Only certain neighborhoods represent these concentrations of social problems 
and get the concentrated efforts of police and probation.  The majority of kids in the 
system come from the same neighborhoods” (#16/P16). 
 
Code: Zip code matters –“Yes, there is differential treatment.  If a kid is picked up on 
Great Neck corridor, if in fact he is even picked up, he will not be treated the same as a 
kid from the Twin Canals or Green Run.  Absolutely a difference in how they will be 
treated by the system.  If picked up and mandated to have services and compare, the two 
kids from different neighborhoods you will see a really big difference in the chances that 
are given” (#24/P32). 
 
 
Supercode: Points in the System 
There were only three quotes associated with this Supercode and they included 
one from each decision making category: decision making, front-line and adjunct.  They 
are included in this results chapter and displayed in Table 4.43 to demonstrate the low 
response frequency to the interview question asking where in the system 
disproportionality most occurs.  This may be related to numerous observations that 







Table 4.43: Quotes Inclusive of Supercode: Points in the System 
Organizational Decision Maker-African American 
Code: DMC occurs in violations of probation/parole –“DMC occurs and persists most 
frequently in Violations of Probation and commitments” (#1/P1.) 
 
Front-line Decision Maker –African American 
Code: DMC occurs in violations of probation/parole –“I Already answered where DMC 
most occurs: arrest, probation, and commitment” (#6/P25). 
 
Adjunct Decision Maker – Caucasian 
Code: DMC occurs in violations of probation/parole –“[Q:Where in the system is DMC 

























Virginia Beach Within Case Analysis: Discussion of Emergent Themes and Concept 
Map 
 Fifteen people were interviewed in Virginia Beach and all but one responded they 
believe disproportionality is a problem and that African American youth are treated 
External Factors (Variables that occur outside the Child Welfare 
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differently from Caucasian youth in their system.  Three main themes emerged that 
attribute the perceived difference in treatment to racial bias, poverty and professional 
bias. The concept map shown in Figure 4.2 illustrates their collective explanations for 
why and where disproportionality occurs.  The themes are divided into external factors, 
internal factors and outcomes.  External factors were identified as those social factors 
outside the control of anyone in the child welfare or juvenile justice system. Internal 
factors were those variables that are the direct result of some professional behavior or 
process. The outcome was perceived by participants as the collective professional 
judgments that result in differential decision making. 
 Two external factors that Virginia Beach participants identified as significant 
were racial bias and poverty.  Racial bias as a Supercode was evidenced in several 
comments referencing racial profiling and in remarks related to different police handling 
and processing by neighborhood.  Participants expressed the opinion that the type of 
handling by police of delinquent behavior that occurs in the affluent Great Neck area is 
vastly different than that in the Twin Canals neighborhood.  These opinions were closely 
related by the participants to poverty and high police enforcement in certain zip codes.  
One participant wondered rather humorously what crime police would find in her 
neighborhood if they policed it as heavily as other parts of the city.  
Poverty was viewed as generating social circumstances which may produce 
criminal behavior and child abuse or neglect but more importantly poverty was seen as 
hampering a child’s and families ability to access resources.  The code DMC occurs in 
unequal representation was significant in Virginia Beach with eleven of the fourteen 
overall quotes. Legal representation for poor minority youth was assessed as 
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“inadequate” and resulting in different treatment in court.  The significant code in 
Virginia Beach was DMC is related to a lack of resources not the code DMC is related to 
poverty, which is an interesting distinction.  Participants noted specifically the lack of 
resources as one of the main reasons African American youth and families receive 
different outcomes.  Poverty as a social circumstance that may produce criminal behavior 
was not noteworthy in Virginia Beach.  Instead the specific outcome of poverty of not 
having financial resources was what was noted.  Lack of resources that were referenced 
included: transportation to services that are not centrally located and money for a private 
attorney to secure proper representation or access services for treatment and comply with 
agency guidelines for reunification. 
 Racial bias and poverty were also simultaneously significant internal factors and 
were closely associated with professional biases about race and class.  Related racial bias 
codes with high frequencies included race matters with a frequency of nineteen out of 
forty-nine overall and African American youth are treated differently with a frequency of 
thirty-two out of sixty-six. Numerous quotes referenced observations about the many 
ways this manifests.  There was agreement across decision making groups that Caucasian 
youth are diverted or viewed as making a mistake while African American youth are 
arrested and placed on probation.  These external and internal factors related to racial and 
class bias are viewed as generating professional biases and influencing assessment 
decisions. The codes Class matters and zip code matters were included in the Assessment 
Supercode because identified patterns between codes linked the ways in which poverty 
and class bias affect professional decision making.  Two participants, one an African 
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American Organizational Decision Maker and the other a Caucasian Front-line Decision 
Maker both made similar remarks regarding this dynamic: 
I think class, what we do with kids has more to do with decisions than race. Not 
just the class of the client but the class of the workers and probation officers.  We 
make certain judgments about clients based on norms and values that tend to be 
middle class and are generally the same whether the worker is Black or White.  
We are not as comfortable outside our own economic group.  Judgments about 
poor people which in this area is more Black than White, tend to be made by 
middle class people who are both Black and White professionals.  These 
judgments are the basis of decisions made about removal of the child, the types 
of services put in place and return or reunification (#27/P34). 
 
It has more to do with class and income levels. Race has an impact. Here 
Virginia Beach most workers are Caucasian and middle income.  Often times 
when they are encountering African American and lower income families they 
may be quicker to judge them and have a fear of African American clients.  
Sometimes it’s just the way they (African Americans) express themselves, they 
are just expressing emotions, but when they get loud, Caucasian staff perceive 
them as threatening, everyone gets defensive and it doesn’t go well. It all 
becomes a subjective process, this back and forth between the client and worker, 
some if it race based and other based on class (#13/P13). 
 
 What was also significant in Virginia Beach was the lack of comments related to 
the Supercode Client Maladaptive Behavior.  Participants in Virginia Beach made very 
few remarks related to various codes captured under that Supercode.  Only seven quotes 
were made that were classified under this Supercode.  One Organizational Level Decision 
Maker offered two rival explanations or negative case comments about the causes of 
disproportionality.  The first identified the lack of father figures in the home and the other 
expressed the opinion that African American youth commit more crimes.  Other 
comments by participants were related to the view that African Americans mistrust 
formal systems and this was viewed as being “uncooperative” by professionals.  The in 
vivo codes a family is cooperative that participates and we want to help you until you 
make us mad included the interesting Virginia Beach quote “Most kids are locked up 
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because they made their PO mad.  Most kids are locked up because of POPO – ‘Pissed 
Off Probation Officer’”.   
A significant Supercode in Virginia Beach was Organizational/Professional 
Biases which included the three high frequency codes: DMC related to perceptions of a 
lack of supervision with a frequency of fourteen out of twenty-three; DMC persists 
because people don’t talk about it with a frequency of thirteen out of twenty-eight; and 
DMC is related to professional biases with a frequency of twenty-one out of thirty-four. 
The concept map diagrams the significance of this feature by demonstrating how 
participants identified this intersection of class and race bias as a reason African 
American youth are treated differently in their systems.  As one participant noted, “The 
more African Americans look and act White the less color is a problem.” 
In summary, the interviews in Virginia Beach with fifteen people provided thick, 
rich description of mostly private views about disproportionality.  Participants were 
forthright and honest in sharing their views about where and why the over representation 
of African American youth occurs in the child welfare and juvenile justice system.  The 
professionals who were interviewed expressed the opinion that this is not a topic that is 
readily discussed and that they collectively participate in biased processes and decision 
making.  One participant summarized this opinion in the quote: “..the language used to 
describe African American youth is vastly different than the language used to describe 
Caucasian children.  The differences are based on concepts and criteria, the White 
interpretation of ‘appropriateness’; the dress, eye contact, language, shaking of hands, 





Across Case Analysis of the Case (Norfolk) and Comparison Case (Virginia Beach) 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this explanatory, comparison case study research was to explore 
the phenomenon of disproportionality through the lived experience of professionals in the 
child welfare and juvenile justice system in two localities to see if they had different 
explanations about why African American youth are over represented.  Professionals in 
both localities were asked “what do you think is going on”?  Norfolk, as the primary case 
was selected because of the number of factors identified in the literature as causal 
explanations of disproportionality.  It was expected that if factors like poverty, 
unemployment, single female headed households were responsible for producing more 
African American youth in foster care and on probation that professionals would deny or 
minimize racial bias as a factor.  Virginia Beach was selected as a comparison case 
because of significantly different demographic factors and was expected to help confirm 
or negate the possibility that racial bias is a variable in producing differential treatment of 
African American youth. 
An across-case analysis which compares and contrasts data from each locality is 
provided in this section.  Similar important patterns and themes as well as distinctions 
between the two localities are discussed.  The negative cases or rival explanations 
provided in each locality are also explored.  A comparison of important high frequency 






Table 4.44:  Across Case Comparison of Norfolk and Virginia Beach Significant 
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Table 4.44 Cont: Across Case Comparison of Norfolk and Virginia Beach 
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Table 4.44 Cont: Across Case Comparison of Norfolk and Virginia Beach Significant 








































































































































































































































































































































































Table 4.44 Cont: Across Case Comparison of Norfolk and Virginia Beach 
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DMC related to a lack of resources count of codes includes 2 from documents in total; 
2
DMC related to 
policing practices count of codes includes 2 from documents in total; 
3
DMC related to perceptions of a lack 
of supervision count of codes includes 1 from documents in total; 
4
 DMC related to professional biases 
count of codes includes 1 from documents in total; 
5
DMC occurs in assessment count of codes includes 5 




Important Norfolk and Virginia Beach Themes 
 Shared themes between the two localities included acknowledged racial and class 
bias, the influence of poverty and presence of professional biases.  Participants in both 
localities provided a wealth of comments about the many ways they think that African 
American youth are assessed and treated differently.  There was across decision making 
level, across racial group and across case agreement in this regard.  Together their 
comments provided a chorus of previously unspoken opinions about disproportionality.  
Common patterns included the belief that African American youth are feared and 
routinely given harsher treatment and sentencing by both African American and 
Caucasian professionals. According to participant views, Caucasian youth in contrast are 
given the benefit of the doubt, more frequently diverted and are seen as “just making a 
mistake”.  The codes race matters and African American youth are treated differently had 
high frequencies in both Norfolk and Virginia Beach.  Other shared themes are expressed 
in the codes DMC is related to a lack of resources, DMC is related to perceptions 
regarding a lack of supervision and DMC persists because people don’t talk about it. 
Both sets of individual and focus group participants acknowledged that discourse about 
the topic is difficult and discouraged. 
 The major difference between the two cases was the significance of the Supercode 
Client Maladaptive Behavior in Norfolk and the lack of its’ significance in Virginia 
Beach.  Both African American and Caucasian participants in Norfolk identified negative 
client behaviors as a major contributing factor of disproportionality.  Some fairly harsh 
remarks were made across decision making levels regarding the poor social skills and 
morals of people living in low income neighborhoods that generate a lot of referrals to 
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both the Norfolk Court Service Unit and Department of Human Services.  Norfolk 
participants also identified Poverty as more significant than those in Virginia Beach and 
the Supercode Truancy/Education Not Important was only significant in Norfolk.  This 
may reflect the view by Norfolk participants that there is a different type of poverty in 
Norfolk than in Virginia Beach.  Poverty in Norfolk was identified by participants as 
generational, concentrated and mostly confined to public housing areas.  In comparison, 
the code DMC related to a lack of resources was more significant in Virginia Beach.  
Resources, or the lack of them was what professionals in Virginia Beach took note of, not 
any specific negative behaviors.  Only one person in the Virginia Beach cohort expressed 
the opinion that African American youth commit more crimes.   
The codes related to Client Maladaptive Behavior produced several rival 
explanations for disproportionality in Norfolk, comments mostly made by two 
participants, from different decision making levels.  These participants expressed various 
opinions that poor African Americans youth commit more crimes because they come 
from homes and communities without proper parenting, supervision and support. The 
rival explanation in Virginia Beach was made by the participant who expressed the view 
that disproportionality was not a problem and it was never discussed. In addition to the 
rival explanations and negative case remarks, there were two unusual comments made by 
two different people in each locality.  An African American professional in Norfolk 
expressed “I have to work harder with White clients”, while a Caucasian professional in 
Virginia Beach made the opposite statement, noting “I work harder with African 
American youth”.  Both quotes are in vivo codes which on the surface appear to say the 
same thing but notice the subtle difference between “I have to” and “I work”, the one 
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expressing an involuntary obligation and the other a commitment to duty.  This is an 
interesting dynamic which may be due to various factors.  Both seem to voice an 
uncomfortable self consciousness when working with a child from another racial group.  
Differences between the two may be the privilege of position that the Caucasian person 
exercises versus the African American person who simply views the Caucasian youth as 
more work. 
 Although the code DMC is related to Professional Biases only had high 
frequencies in Virginia Beach, both localities identified the presence of professional 
biases as the most significant factor, second to racial bias, related to disproportionality.  
Norfolk participants just provided more examples of professional biases, hence the many 
other codes associated with that Supercode. Norfolk had seventy-two quotes and Virginia 
Beach had seventy associated with the seven codes listed under the Organizational 
Culture/Professional Bias Supercode.  It was interesting that African American 
participants consistently voiced the opinion that Caucasians don’t think this is a problem 
but there was great congruence between all participants about why and where 




Section 2: Document Analysis 
Introduction 
Document Analysis of commonly used assessment tools was chosen as an 
additional data source and method of triangulation because participants routinely spoke 
about the strength of one tool, the Detention Assessment Instrument (DAI), and 
weaknesses of the other two, the Youth Assessment and Screening Instrument (YASI) 
and Structured Decision Making (SDM) tools. The document analysis involved 
summative content analysis of the three assessment tools that are used throughout the 
state of Virginia.  The DAI and YASI are used by the court service units (local Virginia 
Department of Juvenile Justice agencies) and the SDM is used by the Department of 
Human Services by the Child Protective Services and Foster Care Units. Content analysis 
involved a review of the three instruments and comparison of key words and content and 
interpretation of context to look for the following: one, evidence of overt or covert bias; 
two, learn what information was considered important by those conducting the 
assessment and required by policy and/or regulation; and lastly, corroborate data 
collected from participants indicating disproportionality occurs during the assessment 
process.   
 
The Detention Assessment Instrument (DAI) 
The first assessment instrument analyzed was the DAI, the instrument used at 
Intake in both Court Service Units to determine if a child should be detained or released.  
The instrument was adopted in 2005 as part of an Annie E. Casey Foundation grant to 
establish Virginia as a Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI) site.  The JDAI 
grant funded statewide initiatives to reduce juvenile detention populations which included 
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adopting a structured decision tool for use at Intake.  Virginia at the time ranked the 
second highest in the nation for the number of youth detained in secure facilities.   
The instrument reviewed was a one page form that equates numeric values to 
questions regarding public safety and likelihood of Failure to Appear (FTA).  Public 
safety risks are weighted by categories pertaining to seriousness of current offense, 
previous offense history. 
The DAI asks for current offense information and previous legal involvement and 
criminal history and the responses weighted.  The total score provides the basis for 
whether a youth is released (low values between 0-9), provided a detention alternative 
(values between10-14) or detained in secure detention (values of 15+).  There is a 
category of mandatory overrides, meaning the child is detained regardless of the score.  
The overrides include use of a firearm in current offense, escapee from a secure detention 
and local court policy.  Discretionary overrides, meaning the intake officer may exert 
authority to override findings caused by aggravating factors, mitigating factors or 
approved local graduated sanction for a probation or parole violation.  Discretionary 
overrides require a supervisor’s approval. 
The document reviewed was straightforward and required little interpretation.  
Persons filling out the form are provided with a set of predetermined categories to check 
or not, with each having a numerical value.  There are only 7 items including: Most 
Serious Alleged Offense (current offense) with weights from 15 to 2, Additional Charges 
in this Referral (current offense) with weights from 3 to 0, Prior Adjudications of Guilt 
(previous offenses) with weights from 6 to 0, Petitions Pending Adjudications or 
Disposition (charges pending) with weights from 8 to 0, Supervision Status (parole, 
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probation, informal or none) with weights from 4 to 0, History of Failure to Appear 
(within past 12 months) with weights from 3 to 0 and lastly, History of Escape/Runaway 
(within past 12 months) with weights from 4 to 0.  A total score of 15 or higher indicates 
secure detention, 10- 14 indicates a detention alternative, and 0-9 release.  Data requested 
by the instrument is solely based on offense information so a felony against a person is 
weighted as a youth with such a score would be immediately detained.  All information 
requested on the assessment tool is objective and is obtained from the petition, arresting 
officer or previous history accessible in the Department of Juvenile Justice data system.   
The bottom section of the form is where subjective information is introduced into 
the decision making process and allows an Intake Officer to make a determination to 
override the score provided.  Interpretation and possible bias may enter via the practice of 
charging youth with the most serious offense possible and in overrides.  Participants in 
the individual interviews referenced situations where a youth who takes another’s hat by 
pushing him down could be charged with a felony against a person.  An attachment to the 
DAI form provides a listing of offense categories and common aggravating and 
mitigating factors.  Overrides are where the Intake Officer has great discretion and can 
override the given score and detain or not detain based on mitigating or aggravating 
factors.  Examples of aggravating factors are listed as:  parent unable or unwilling to 
provide appropriate supervision, juvenile does not attend school, and juvenile has a 
significant mental health or substance abuse problem.  Mitigating factors listed such 
variables as the juvenile was marginally involved or has a significant mental health or 
substance abuse problem.  The instrument was routinely praised by court service unit 
personnel in both cases as singlehandedly reducing the number of youth detained.  
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 However, the tool reviewed suggests considerable discretion may be employed 
by the arresting officer and Intake officer regarding how offenses are translated into 
criminal charges and how override categories are interpreted.  The presence of mitigating 
factors can be interpreted to indicate either detention or diversion depending upon 
determination of risk and threat factors.  Hence a youth with a substance abuse problem 
that engenders a sympathetic response by the intake officer may be recommended to 
treatment and diverted from court, whereas a youth with the same set of circumstances 
that fails to garner such support can end up in detention.   
A copy of the DAI is placed in the juvenile’s file and accompanies the case to 
court so that court personnel, commonwealth attorney, defense attorney and the presiding 
Judge may utilize the DAI score to guide detention decisions at the pre-trial stage.  
Theoretically the youth should not be detained while awaiting trial if the score was low 
enough to qualify for diversion at intake.  However, individual interview responses 
indicate that the DAI is routinely ignored at the court level and has only been effective at 
the Intake level.  While cases that are sent to court are formally tracked via the states’ 




 The DAI analysis was uploaded to Atlas.ti as P44, coded and recoded like all 
other documents.  Codes and frequencies associated with this document included: DMC 
occurs in overrides; DMC related to policing practices; and DMC related to professional 
biases.  Related codes (density) included an additional seventeen codes: 
African American youth are treated differently  
DMC is related to racism  
DMC occurs in assessment  
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A family is cooperative that participates  
class matters  
DMC is related to a lack of resources  
DMC related to organizational policies  
DMC related to perceptions related to lack of supervision  
education about biases would help  
education not important  
no difference in how Black and White staff treat Black youth  
org values are we do what is best  
race matters  
The culture is responsible  
there is an inherent bias,  
White children just make mistakes  




Youth Assessment and Screening Instrument (YASI) 
 
The second assessment instrument that was analyzed for this research is the Youth 
Assessment and Screening Instrument (YASI) which is used as a social history tool in the 
Virginia Juvenile Justice system to assess risk and protective factors and determine the 
level of supervision and services required by court involved youth.  The YASI was 
developed by Orbis Partners, Inc., a company out of Canada and adopted in 2008 by the 
Virginia Department of Juvenile Justice.  Virginia paid $50,000 for rights to use the tool 
plus $100 per user fee and pays $25,000 annually for maintenance fees.   
The YASI involves a prescreening tool and full screen and produces a profile of 
risk and protective factors.  There are 10 domains: 1) Legal, 2) Family, 3) School, 4) 
Community and Peer Relationships, 5) Alcohol and Drug use, 6) Mental Health, 7) 
Violence and Aggression, 8) Attitudes, 9) Skills and 10) Employment and Free time.  
Court Service Unit personnel use the completed YASI as a decision making tool to 
determine whether a youth is safe in the community or needs a higher level of 
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supervision.  Table 4.45 shows a breakdown of identified protective (positive) versus risk 
(negative) questions: 
Table 4.45: Risk and Protective Factors in the Youth Assessment and Screening 
Instrument (YASI) 
 
Domain Type of Factor Evaluated 
Legal Factors 10 Risk/0 Protective Factors 
 
Family Factors 6 Risk/5 Protective/5 Neutral 
School Factors 4  Risk/4 Protective/5 Neutral 
Community Peer 4 Risk/3 Protective/1 Neutral 
Alcohol/Drug Use 2 Risk/1Protective 
Mental Health 6 Risk/0 Protective 
Aggression/Violence 4 Risk/1 Protective 
Attitudes 1 Neutral/7 Protective 
Skills All related to thinking skills –
question the ability of most youth to 
honestly display a high degree of all 
7;5 could be interpreted as protective 
factors/skills 2 as assessing risk 
factors (impulse control to avoid 
getting into trouble and loss of 
control over delinquent behavior) – 
skills such as life skills, employment 
skills, artistic skills and talents are 
not addressed 
Employment/Free Time 3 Neutral/2 Risk/3 Protective Factors 
Recreational activities are 
categorized into structured and 
unstructured but no specificity like 
computer time, reading, listening to 
music, playing an instrument, etc.  
Implication is that unstructured 
activity is negative. 
Total Number of Risk factors assessed: 40 
Total Number of Protective factors assessed: 31 
Total Number of Neutral factors assessed: 15 Neutral 
Most of the neutral questions were those related to school enrollment, attendance, 
and employment status.   Risk factors assessed clearly outweighed protective factors and 
212 
 
the phrasing of protective factor questions can be interpreted negatively as a risk factor.  
For instance under the school domain, question 8 asks if the youth believes that receiving 
an education is beneficial to him or her, connecting an interest in education and 
willingness to attend school as a protective factor.  However, the phrasing does not 
encourage historic context of past academic performance and interest and how any 
change in interest may be due to deficits in basic skills, moving, trauma, illness, or school 
placement disruptions.  Additionally the influence of culture, ethnicity was missing. 
Although the instrument was considered by some of the interviewees to be neutral 
some noted it is difficult to complete and not score most youth as “high risk”.  The tool 
reviewed clearly emphasized negative versus positive aspects of the youth and family.  
Health history and information was missing.  Spiritual wellbeing/connection to church or 
synagogue was missing.  Specific information addressing talents, skills and abilities was 
missing.  Strengths of the youth and family was missing. Family resources was missing. 
History of trauma was missing.  In reviewing a completed document with identifying 
client information eliminated, this researcher found the answers were brief, terse and did 
not provide much information.  For example under the Family domain, question 7 asked 
about parental/custodian supervision and the answer that was provided was simply 
“Some inadequate supervision”.  Instead of describing how the parent supervised, what 
caused the lapses, or describing the lapses such as due to parental work schedule, it stated 
there was some degree of problem.  In the same completed YASI, question 14 asked if 
the family provided opportunity for the youth to learn, grow and succeed and the answer 
was simply, “Some opportunities for growth provided”.  Aspects of the question related 
to the parent’s ability to foster opportunities to learn and succeed were not addressed and 
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the opportunities for growth are not elaborated.  Similarly question 12 asked about 
support network for the family and the response was “Some family support network”.  
No specificity was provided.  Hence even though question 12 was listed in this analysis 
as a protective factor question, it could easily be interpreted and weighted negatively as a 
risk factor.   
 
Associated Codes 
The YASI document analysis was uploaded to Atlas.ti as P45, coded and recoded.  
Two codes associated with this document were DMC occurs in assessment and DMC 
related to perceptions of a lack of supervision). There were sixteen related Codes 
(Density) listed below:  
African American youth are treated differently  
Black children need to be fixed  
Black males are feared  
Black people need to know how to act White in court  
DMC is related to a lack of resources  
DMC persists because people don't talk about it  
DMC related to bias towards single AA parents 
DMC related to perceptions related to lack of supervision  
DMC related to policing policies  
DMC related to professional biases  
no difference in how Black and White staff treat Black youth  
race matters  
you are not like me mentality 
Blacks and White don’t talk to..  
DMC related to poverty  
The culture is responsible 
 
Structured Decision Making Tool (SDM) 
 
The third document analyzed for this research was the Structured Decision 
Making (SDM) tool used by the Department of Human Services in both localities in the 
child protective services and foster care unit to guide decisions regarding removal from 
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the home and return home once a child has been removed.  It is a comprehensive 
document comprised of multi-stage risk assessment questionnaires used to assess three 
stages of risk levels: the risk level of the initial complaint which determines response 
time, risk level at the investigation stage which is used to determine removal and the on-
going risk level of the family used to determine reunification.   
The documents reviewed provide weighted values to responses regarding safety 
of the child and categorized risk factors.  Risk factors of interest for this research 
included supervision, environment (safe and sanitary home), nutrition, substance abuse of 
parent, support systems for the parent and availability to resources. Responses on the 
completed form determine how quickly a complaint must be investigated from within 24 
hours (R1) to 48 hours (R2) or as long as 5 calendar days.  Overrides may occur if the 
family is about to flee, has a history of fleeing, or if a forensic investigation is in process 
or law enforcement is requesting the investigation.  A decision tree is created and 
supported by responses to the assessment for investigating child abuse.  The Family Risk 
Assessment is a brief follow-up tool used to assess a family’s risk (low, moderate, high 
and very high) for continued abuse or neglect and is divided into 2 categories (abuse and 
neglect) depending on the nature of the complaint.  Factors include number of prior 
investigations, current or past drug or alcohol problem. A score of high or very high 
indicates removal.   
The instrument was intended to create a structured decision tree and unbiased 
criteria for removal of a child from the home, the need for services and monitoring and 
readiness for a child to return once removed.  However, professional values, judgment 
and interpretation still seem to play a significant role.  For instance, on the Family 
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Reassessment instrument, under the section titled, Caretaker(s) has not Addressed 
Alcohol or Drug Abuse Problem Since last Assessment/Reassessment a zero (0) is 
assigned for three of the four categories: the area is not a problem, there is no current 
alcohol or drug abuse or yes, there is a problem but it is being addressed.  A value of one 
(1) is assigned if there is a problem and it is not being addressed.  This is less than the 
value assigned to not fully being cooperative which is assigned a value of two (2).  
Cooperation is more highly interpreted and weighted than substance abuse. 
 
Associated Codes 
The SDM document analysis was uploaded to Atlas.ti as document P46 and three 
codes identified to include: DMC occurs in assessment, We want to help you until you 
make us mad and A family is cooperative that participates. Related codes (density) are 
inclusive of the sixteen codes below: 
African American youth are treated differently 
Black children need to be fixed  
Black males are feared 
Black people need to know how to act White in court 
DMC is related to a lack of resources  
DMC persists because people don't talk about it 
DMC related to bias towards single AA parents  
DMC related to perceptions related to lack of supervision  
DMC related to policing policies 
DMC related to professional biases  
no difference in how Black and White staff treat Black youth  
race matters  
you are not like me mentality 
org values we just want to lock you up  
education about biases would help 








Summary of Document Analysis 
 
 Three documents were analyzed for this research in order to triangulate data 
sources to help answer the research questions and confirm data collected during the 
individual interviews.  Document analysis was selected to add breadth and depth to the 
research and to test for consistency of patterns and themes from the individual and focus 
group interviews.  As expected, the document analysis added breadth to this research by 
analyzing the ways in which professional biases, if they exist, may be evident even in the 
use of validated instruments such as the three assessment tools discussed here.   The use 
of a third data collection method added depth by exploring those potential biases at a 
different level.  In addition to the verbal responses provided during the semi-structured 
interviews, the blank and completed reviewed documents provided another level of 
information about where bias may enter the assessment process.  
  The three reviewed documents are routinely used by child welfare and juvenile 
justice professionals to decrease subjective and biased decision making and were selected 
for review because they were mentioned in several interviews. Nine quotations were 
associated with the code: DAI/JDAI is working and included comments acknowledging 
the usefulness of the tools such as “With the DAI and YASI, we are trying to level the 
playing field” (#6/P25) but also the presence of on-going issues “With the DAI, there is 
more objectivity at intake but the system has a certain built in bias” (#16/P16).  One 
participant suggested that the SDM has an inherent bias: “..look at the SDM (Structured 
Decision Making Tool) and where it was developed, it was developed in Wisconsin.  
Validity and reliability testing were done but there is still the influence of a White frame 
of reference. It gets very uncomfortable in those meetings and they go nowhere” 
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(#23/P28). Bias may occur in the use of overrides in the DAI, omissions of key 
information and context in the YASI and in the importance of cooperation in the SDM.  
Codes associated with the three documents support a consistent theme from the 
interviews that disproportionality occurs in the assessment process at various decision 
points in the systems and is influenced by the presence of professional biases of which 
race and class bias may figure.  There appears to be convergence between patterns and 






Section 3: Summary of Findings 
 This chapter presented the results of a comparison case study research project 
which explored the phenomenon of disproportionality and role that social context plays in 
professional treatment decisions.  The research included triangulated sources consisting 
of individual interviews, focus groups and document analysis of assessment instruments.  
Participants revealed opinions that the social context of the child welfare and juvenile 
system which includes external factors like racial bias and poverty, influence professional 
assessments and produce differential treatment of African American youth.  In addition to 
external factors, participants expressed the belief that professional biases are part of the 
social and decision making context for the two cases under study.  In summary, 
participants indicated that the phenomenon of disproportionality is supported or 
maintained by a mixture of class and race biases which manifest routinely at each 
decision point regardless of the race of the professional.  Focus groups provided 
additional information about why and where disproportionality occurs and members 
validated initial findings from the individual interviews.  The three documents that were 
analyzed provided insights about the how differential assessments occur despite the use 
of validated instruments.  These findings and implications are discussed further in more 







This study sought to unpack the professional decision making processes, 
assumptions and practices that may contribute to disproportionality within two local child 
welfare and juvenile justice systems and answer the research question: How is 
disproportionality in child welfare and juvenile justice systems maintained by 
professional normative practices and values?  In unpacking the phenomenon of 
disproportionality, several shared themes between two localities were revealed regarding 
why it occurs, where it occurs and why it persists.  Important themes included 1) that 
disproportionality is caused by intersecting professional and racial biases about poor 
African American youth and families and 2) that disproportionality permeates the system 
via differential assessments of risk and threat at each decision point.  A significant rival 
explanation emerged in Norfolk that disproportionality is the result of negative social 
behavior and choices by poor African American youth and families.  
This chapter presents a discussion of conclusions including theoretical and 
practice implications.  Findings are case specific and generalizability to other agencies is 
limited however the researcher argues that inferences drawn from the results are 
transferable and proposes a preliminary theory of disproportionality.  The chapter 







Discussion of Significant Findings 
The primary research question asked: How is disproportionality in the child welfare 
and juvenile justice systems maintained by professional normative practices and values?  
Participants in both Norfolk and Virginia Beach indicated they believe disporportionality 
is maintained in their systems by routine practices that treat African American children 
and families differently.  These practices were identified as different forms of assessment 
and treatment related to judgments about race and class.  Although the same assessment 
tools are used for all youth and families in both localities, poor African American youth 
and families are viewed as more at risk, more of a threat and less amenable to other 
options such as treatment.  As the participants noted:  
“With African American youth, what you see is criminality” 
 “African American youth are assessed differently.   Yes, there are preconceived 
notions based on dress, appearance, language.  We read case studies, language used to 
describe African American youth is vastly different than the language used to describe 
Caucasian children.  The differences are based on concepts and criteria, the white 
interpretation of “appropriateness”, the dress, eye contact, language, shaking of hands, 
etc. that whites use to measure appropriate social skills.”  
“It all comes down to judgments we make about poor and black families”. 
 
There was consensus among participants in both localities that White youth just make 
mistakes” and are given the benefit of the doubt but African American youth are viewed 
as criminals and judged harshly.  The codes race matters and African American youth are 
treated differently had high frequencies in both Norfolk and Virginia Beach.   
What appeared most significant to participants about this finding was the resulting 
conflict between their perception that professionals collectively treat African American 
youth differently and state and federal civil rights legislation mandating discriminatory-
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free practices in the work place.  The problem is seen as overwhelming because 
participants acknowledge it is not an individual problem and is not talked about.  One 
participant blamed it on “redneck judges” but this was not a view shared by most other 
participants.  Participant responses indicated this is a collective problem crossing decision 
making levels and racial backgrounds which supports the conclusions of theorists who 
argue racism is institutionalized and not just an aberrant, individual-level behavior 
(Bonilla-Silva, 1997; Mills, 2003).   
The significant finding to the researcher about this aspect of the results was that 
participants share a deep sense of frustration about this conflicted reality and a common 
misconception that the majority of Caucasians are not concerned with the problem.  
Clearly, findings indicate that the majority of Caucasians interviewed do think it is a 
problem and in fact observe very similar differential assessment and treatment practices.  
There was across case, across decision making and across racial agreement regarding the 
nature of the problem.  However, the lack of appropriate forum and inability to talk about 
such concerns perpetuate this situation.  In both localities the majority of participants 
expressed frustration at not being able to talk about the topic of disproportionality in a 
meaningful way with people from different racial groups.  The consistent answer to 
Question 5 in the individual interviews (Do people in your organization ever talk about 
disproportionality?) was no, we never do or not in mixed groups.  When participants were 
asked how they would solve the problem they almost all suggested training on how to 
talk about the topic as a starting place.  Participants shared that most discussions about 
disproportionality leave people feeling overwhelmed and defensive.  
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A secondary research question (2.1) asked: From the viewpoint of the participants, 
what are the causes of disproportionality and how and where does it manifest? 
Participants in both localities indicated they believe disporportionality is a function of 
external and internal factors that are mostly out of their control which was captured in the 
quote “the depth of the problem is overwhelming”.  External forces were identified in the 
Supercodes Poverty and Maladaptive Client Behavior and represented the circumstances 
that bring youth and families into their systems.  Although poverty was viewed as a factor 
contributing to disproportionality in both localities there was a distinction made between 
localities in the role that poverty plays.  Norfolk participants were more likely to view 
poverty in connection to the types of behaviors that bring people into formal systems.  
Hence, the Supercode Client Maladaptive Behaviors was significant only in Norfolk but 
not in Virginia Beach.   The harsh statement “their morals are retarded” was made by an 
African American adjunct decision maker, connecting a lack of moral judgment by 
residents of public housing to both poverty and criminal behavior.   In contrast, Virginia 
Beach participants seemed to associate poverty with a lack of resources which affects the 
ability to properly care for and supervise children as well as access needed legal advice 
and support services.  This distinction regarding the role of poverty in disproportionality 
may reflect the difference in economics between the two cities and how poor people are 
viewed.  The number of people living below the federal poverty level is seventeen 
percent in Norfolk and only nine percent in Virginia Beach.   
Participants identified several internal forces they believe contribute to 
disproportionality which were captured in the Supercodes Racial Bias and 
Organizational Culture/Professional Bias.  The Supercode Organizational 
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Culture/Professional Bias was the most significant code in both Norfolk and Virginia 
Beach inclusive of 30 codes with a frequency of 251 (See Figure 3.4 on page 100).  The 
Supercode Racial Bias was inclusive of 22 codes and had a frequency of 212.  
Professional bias codes reflected racial and class biases but were coded together because 
they reflected statements about organizational beliefs, norms, practices or culture as 
causal variables for why disproportionality occurs or persists. These were distinguished 
from codes reflecting direct statements about racial bias or differential treatment based on 
race which were categorized under the Supercode Racial Bias.  There was across case, 
across decision making level and across racial group agreement by participants that they 
believe racial bias is a factor in decision making.  Participants identified a causal 
relationship between where and why disproportionality occurs, articulating a connection 
between professional bias, racial bias, and differential assessment at each decision point. 
The significant finding to the researcher about these findings concerns the 
difference in how poverty is perceived between urban and suburban locales and the 
emergent rival explanation for disproportionality in Norfolk provided by a Caucasian 
decision maker and an African American adjunct decision maker.  Despite different racial 
backgrounds and decision making levels they view disproportionality and poverty as an 
outcome: Poor, African Americans exhibit a lack of morality and poor judgment and their 
overrepresentation in formal systems is the consequence of those choices.  They 
essentially echoed early theories regarding the “culture of poverty” (Lewis, 1968) and 
breakdown of the African American family (Moynihan, 1965). This view of poverty 
appears to result in and rationalize the combination of biases that influence front-line 
decisions in Norfolk.  This difference between Norfolk and Virginia Beach may also 
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indicate that street-level bureaucrats are more likely to view poverty as a dependent 
variable when it is associated with race, concentrated and systems are overwhelmed. 
Three additional secondary research questions sought more detailed information 
about disproportionality. The research question 2.2  asked: From the viewpoint of the 
participants, how are African American youth and families treated differently or similarly 
from their Caucasian counterparts?  According to the majority of participants 
professional biases produce different treatment and outcomes for African American youth 
evidenced at various points in the system in the assessment and decision making process: 
African American youth are feared, seen as more criminal, less resilient and their parents, 
particularly single African American mothers, as less able to adequately supervise their 
children.  These judgments result in harsher sentencing and decisions affecting foster care 
and reunification. Participants also expressed the belief that there is little difference 
between African American and Caucasian professionals and this practice.  This was 
pointedly stated in the quote “…you would think African American decision makers 
would help African American children but they don’t”.  Several comments were made by 
front-line decision makers in Norfolk indicating they work harder with Caucasian youth 
because Caucasian parents know how to advocate for their children and treatment versus 
incarceration. The opposite was true in Virginia Beach, where a Caucasian organizational 
decision maker noted he works harder with African American youth.  Both comments 
demonstrate conscious race-based decision making. 
The significant finding for participants seemed to be that despite the wide use of 
structured assessment tools, professionals continue to make judgments about African 
American youth and families that are different from Their Caucasian counterparts.  Class 
225 
 
appears to function as a mediating variable whereby the “more white” i.e. middle class, 
an African American youth or family acts, the better things go for them.  Poverty is 
associated with color, and accentuates professional biases towards African Americans.  
One professional articulated this fusing of class and race in the quote “when I think poor, 
I think Black”.  Class in Norfolk has a color and poverty is Black. 
A significant finding to the researcher regarding professional biases that emerged 
from the interviews and document analysis was the role that cooperation or perceptions 
of cooperation plays in decision making.  This was clearly evidenced by quotes like  
“ we want to help until you make me mad”, “Most kids are locked up because 
they made their PO mad.  Most kids are locked up because of POPO – Pissed Off 
Probation Officer” 
“a  family is cooperative if a family participates” 
“Once children get into the department, parents have to jump through an 
undisclosed number of hoops.  Child welfare has to decide what to do.  Workers are in a 
constant quandary about safety.  The system supports taking the kids.  If the family is 
compliant it is easier but if not the system is much harsher”.   
 
The document analysis of the Structured Decision Making tool used by the Departments 
of Human Services found that the designation “not meeting objectives” is weighted more 
heavily than a having a substance abuse problem.  This is in keeping with comments 
during interviews that behavior that constitutes a lack of cooperation is often cited as a 
cause for disproportionality.  More specifically, African American single mothers are 




The last two sub-research questions asked, (2.3) From the viewpoint of 
participants how is racial bias in these systems observed? and (2.4) How do professional 
beliefs about disproportionality differ across decision making level or racial 
background?  The most significant codes were Organizational Culture/Professional Bias 
and Racial Bias in both localities demonstrating that participants believe both race and 
class matter.     Although the emphasis on class and poverty was less true in Virginia 
Beach, racial bias was acknowledged in both cases as a daily factor in decision making at 
all levels.  Racial bias was seen as associated with professional biases which are a 
culmination of middle class values, racial and class bias evidenced by differential 
treatment.  According to the participants African American youth are charged instead of 
diverted from court and are often charged with the most serious, felony level offense 
possible.  African American youth are more likely detained and their probation violated.  
African American youth are also more frequently reported as abused or neglected, are 
more frequently removed from their home and less likely to be reunited. This was 
succinctly stated by a participant in the quote: It all comes down to judgments we make 
about poor and black families. The intersection of poverty and race. Racial bias was 
described in quotes regarding African Americans being feared or judged as more criminal 
but also in judgments that view African Americans as less resilient or capable of helping 
themselves captured in the quote, “Racism is another subtle thing, sometimes helping is 
laden with racial bias as in I need to help you because you aren’t capable of helping 
yourself”. 
There was overall across case, across decision making level and across racial 
background agreement that disproportionality is a problem and that African American 
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youth are treated differently.  There was also agreement that racial bias and professional 
bias are factors that contribute to disproportionality via differential assessment and 
treatment.   However, subtle differences were evidenced between racial groups including: 
1) more Caucasian participants identified client maladaptive behaviors as a contributing 
factor to disporportionality; 2) African Americans made a connection between racial bias 
and poverty viewing impoverished circumstances, the lack of value of education and 
truancy as a carryover of slavery; and 3) the majority of African American participants 
expressed the opinion that Caucasian’s don’t think disproportionality is a problem or that 
racial bias exists.  The latter sentiment may be due to the lack of opportunity to discuss 
such issues or the sense that such conversations generate conflict and should be avoided.  
The majority of participants indicated that they do not participate in mixed race 
conversations about disproportionality or professional/racial bias.   
 
Preliminary Theory of the Affects of Professional Decision Making on 
Disproportionality 
 
A significant finding identified by participants was the articulated relationship 
between why and where disproportionality occurs, clearly identifying that it occurs in 
assessment and is a function of professional biases and judgments inclusive of class and 
racial bias.  This relationship emerged in the patterned coding of responses which 
resulted in the two Supercode categories: Why Disproportionality Occurs and Where 
Disproportionality Occurs. The Conceptual Model of this relationship is demonstrated in 
Figure 5.1.  The assessment process is on-going and occurs at all points in the system.  
Gatekeepers are continuously assessing risk and threat and African American youth and 
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families are viewed as more at risk and more threatening.  The effects of professional and 
racial bias are ameliorated to some degree by class for African American youth and 
families such that the more middle class they appear the better the outcomes. Perceptions 
about personal and family deficits increase at each decision point and the farther into the 
system a child or family moves.  
 
Figure 5.1 Conceptualized Relationship Between Client Factors, Professional Decision 
Making and Disproportionality 
 Race of Individual at 




































A preliminary theory of the affects of professional decision making attempts to 
explain the connection made by participants between race and class. More than 
intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991; Knudsen, 2006), the relationship described by 
participants depicts an on-going interaction affect between those being assessed and those 
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doing the assessment which explains why previous research finds disproportionality 
increases as youth and families move deeper within the system.  Perceptions related to 
racial and economic disadvantage are compounded with assessments of risk of harm and 
danger to harm someone else.  The very entry into the child welfare or juvenile justice 
system speaks to a pressing potential to be at risk or threat to commit harm to someone 
else.   
 This interaction of class, race and professional expectations about class and race 
would also explain why Wulczyn and Lery (2007) found that disproportionality was 
highest in heterogeneous regions with high education levels and lowest in regions that 
were racially and economically homogenous.  It is not poverty or race alone that 
constitute the greatest bias but the perceptions middle class professional have about these 
two combined factors producing a sense of heightened risk that this researcher terms 
claracism.  Participants in the individual interviews noted that the more “Black people 
learn to act White in court” the better.  When asked to specify what they meant by this, 
they described middle class dress, speech, values and expectations.  This research 
proposes the theory that the overrepresentation of African American youth in the child 
welfare and juvenile justice system is maintained by claracism and the interaction affects 
of encounters between middle class professionals and those being assessed.  This 
preliminary theory of disproportionality is proposed as an explanation of how 
professional decision making affects service outcomes and for the localities in this case 






Limitations, Generalizability and Transferability 
The primary limitation of this research beyond statistical generalizablity was that 
the data collection was limited to one geographic area which may not be representative of 
other regions.  This researcher attempted to manage some of the limitations found in a 
single case study by conducting a comparison case study, where findings are more 
generalizable than findings about a single case.  However, findings are still case-specific 
and limited to the cases or localities included in this study and are not generalizable to 
other child welfare and juvenile justice systems and cannot be construed to be 
representative of all such public agencies.   
In qualitative research, a more useful term instead of generalizability is 
transferability (Lincoln and Guba, 1989) or extrapolation (Patton, 2002).  The term 
transferability suggests that under certain conditions working hypotheses about one 
situation may indeed be transferred to other similar situations.  A better conceptualization 
of transferability is achieved by using the term extrapolation, meaning "…modest 
speculations on the likely applicability of findings to other situations under similar, but 
not identical, conditions.  Extrapolations are logical, thoughtful, case derived, and 
problem oriented rather than statistical and probabilistic.  Extrapolation can be 
particularly useful when based on information-rich samples and designs, that is, studies 
that produce relevant information carefully targeted to specific concerns about both the 
present and the future …" (Patton, 2002, p. 584).  This research has provided 
information-rich data that may be relevant in other similar child welfare and juvenile 
justice settings.  Findings regarding the influence of professional biases on decision 
making resulting in a preliminary theory about disproportionality may be transferable or 
extrapolated to other similarly situated public agencies.  
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Contribution to the Literature 
Frederickson (2002) likened racism to bacteria which continues to generate new, 
incurable strains. Prior to the Civil Rights Acts of 1964, racial bias was open, 
straightforward and tolerated.  Legislation mandated policy changes but not paradigm 
shifts regarding the ways that African Americans are viewed as different and not full 
citizens. This research suggests that although there are legal prohibitions against race-
based decision making it persists demonstrating a gap between public administration 
policy and practice.  One Caucasian adjunct decision maker in Virginia Beach noted, 
“Racism is undercover.  People who would say something racist years ago won’t say it 
now but still think it.  Twenty years ago if a client was black and from Norfolk, oh yeah, 
they are going to detain them.  Don’t know how much people really change.    
The acknowledgement that racial bias manifests daily in differential assessment 
and treatment practices challenges concepts of social equity.  Social equity is a value in 
public administration and is often depicted as the third pillar of public administration 
along with efficiency and economy.  Based on Rawlsian views of citizenship it concerns 
fairness, justice and equality both in theory and practice but Frederickson (2010) 
challenged the field to ask for whom is the organization fair, efficient and economical.  
This research contributes to the literature on social equity in public administration by 
revealing that work still needs to be done to abolish the structural nature of racial bias 
within public systems.  Social equity hinges on the street level of interpretations and 
practice of fairness, justice and equality and the ongoing challenge to confront systemic 
biases and prejudices (Lipsky, 1980; Frederickson, 2010).  Stiver’s  urges public 
administrators to “…end our avoidance of the part that racism plays in hampering 
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effective public service…” and calls on the field to engage in more open dialogue about 
race and racial bias (2007, p.54).  This study demonstrates that in two localities African 
American and Caucasian professionals share similar views about the existence of racial 
bias but lack opportunities dialogue and problem solve.  By not talking about the problem 
they are severely hindered in identifying solutions. 
Implications and Recommendations for Further Research 
 The findings of this study and relationship articulated in Figure 5.1 suggest racism 
does shape the way public administrators make decisions and implicates a structural 
nature to racial biases.  Bonilla-Silva (1997) proposes that racism cannot be successfully 
eliminated as long as it remains a behavioral condition of individuals.  Racialized social 
systems and professional judgments were reflected in this research in the commonly 
expressed themes that African Americans are more criminal, less resilient, frightening, 
more at risk and more in need of intervention.  Changing the structural nature of racial 
bias would ontologically require the predominant “White” culture to eliminate social 
hierarchies that act as barriers to seeing people of color as “full persons in the first place” 
(Mills, 2007, p.217). If disproportionality is viewed as a manifestation of structural 
practices and racialized social systems then a bigger picture emerges demanding a 
rethinking of constructs and assessments about African American youth and families. It 
would suggest that public administrators investigate why the inclination towards 
Caucasian youth to seek understanding and ask, what happened to you which views them 
as having made a mistake is so difficult to apply to African American youth.  This 
research has deeper implications regarding why African American youth (i.e. children) 
are not viewed as equally innocent, vulnerable and resilient.  Professionals seem to view 
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African American youth as inherently inferior.  Implications of this finding would 
suggest that professional norms, assessment tools and the constructs associated with them 
need to be reevaluated to include concepts of risk, threat, cooperation and resiliency. 
One of the important findings in this research was that participants believed that 
validated assessment tools routinely used by the child welfare and juvenile justice system 
are not unbiased.  This was supported by document analysis of the three assessment tools 
showing that they were weighted to highlight middle class values particularly an 
emphasis on supervision and cooperation.  The researcher believes that further research 
should be conducted to develop more effective and unbiased assessment tools that are 
more strength based, culturally competent and de-emphasize the role of compliance and 
cooperation.  The YASI in particular was developed by a consulting group in Canada and 
the document analysis indicates the tool does not include enough resiliency factors such 
that one participant noted, I have never done a YASI and had a kid be anything but high 
risk.  I disagree that the YASI is an objective tool, it’s very subjective.”.  Another 
participant had this to say:  “The type of assessment tools we use. Not all are like the DAI, 
more are very culturally biased and the people who create the instrument, mostly white 
and middle class people are not sensitive to other values, diversity of people who will be 
assessed by the tool.  Current assessment tools are not effective in reducing race-based 
interpretations of risk and threat.  Additional recommendations include the need to 
conduct similar qualitative and mixed method studies in other localities that include the 
school system, police departments and public housing authorities.  This study was limited 
by not including those three agencies as they function as major referral sources with child 




Qualitative research tells a story and this dissertation has provided an explanatory 
story about disproportionality in two child service systems.  The researcher essentially 
asked professionals in two child welfare and juvenile justice systems, “what’s going on 
here?” and this dissertation presents their narrative explanation. The beginning of Chapter 
I opened with a challenging question from Stivers (2007, p.58) post Hurricane Katrina 
essay, “Does racism ever shape the way public administrators make decisions?”   The 
majority of public administrators would most likely reply resoundingly, absolutely not 
because organizational, political and social policies overwhelmingly favor a post civil 
rights era, color blind view of race that discourages open discourse about such a 
possibility. However, this research indicated that given the right opportunity to disclose, 
public administrators in one geographic area reveal not only does race shape decision 
making but they believe it is an ingrained part of their daily professional life.  The 
findings of this research are simultaneously disturbing and encouraging.  Disturbing 
because of the many blunt and frank examples of how racial bias influences decision 
making.  Encouraging because professionals in these systems appear to seek congruence 
between social equity values in serving the public and street level practice outcomes for 
African American youth.  It is hoped that this research changes the dialogue about 
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Hello, ________________ thank you for agreeing to participate in this research project.  I greatly 
appreciate the time you have allotted for this interview.  Before we begin, please take a minute to 
complete the attached Interviewee Demographic Form.  This form asks for basic demographic 
information to include gender, race, position, years of experience and years of education.  The 
question regarding position as you can see, allows you to choose from three categories that best 
describe your position.  Identifying information will not be included in the dissertation and final 
report to the Department of Juvenile Justice. Also, you may skip any questions if you do not want 
to answer. 
The interview should take about 45 minutes and you can stop for a break any time you need it.  
Please be assured that you don’t need to answer any question that you don’t want to and you can 
terminate the interview at any time for any reason.  All information that would identify you as the 
interviewee will be eliminated and your identity will remain confidential.  I explained to you 
earlier, prior to you signing the Informed Consent Release Form, that I would be asking your 
permission to record this interview.  If you indicated yes, on the Informed Consent Form that you 
give your permission for the interview to be recorded, then I will begin the interview and 
recording by re-asking “Do you give your permission to record this interview?” If so, I will begin 
recording now.  If not, I will not record but will ask your permission to take notes. Is that okay 
with you?  Do you have any questions about the interview or this process? (Answer any 
questions).  Okay, let’s begin. 
Opening 
This research is interested in what people in the system think about the over representation of 
African American youth in the child welfare and juvenile justice system.  I will be using the term 
disproportionality or DMC (meaning Disproportionate Minority Contact) in place of over 
representation. You have been recommended to me because either you are a decision maker in the 
child welfare system or juvenile justice system OR someone who I have already interviewed 
thought you might have something important to say about the issue. 
Questions 
1. Do you think African American youth are disproportionately represented in your system? 
(If participant answers yes, proceed to additional questions.  If participant answers no ask 
them to elaborate, record responses and then thank them for their time and end the 
interview). 
2. I am interested in your thoughts about how your agency deals with the issue of 
disproportionality, that is the over representation of African American youth in your 
system.  What are your thoughts on the causes of disproportionality? What do you think 
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causes disproportionality to be a problem in your agency? Why does it persist?  Is it an 
important problem?   
3. How do people in your agency convey to other personnel that it is an important issue? 
4. What are new employees told about disproportionality? Is there a difference between the 
attitude of newer employees and older employees towards disproportionality?  If so, what 
is the difference? 
5. Do people in your organization ever talk about disproportionality? If so, when, where, 
with whom and what do they say? What is the outcome? 
6. What policies or procedures do you think might contribute to the over representation of 
African American youth?  Where in the system do these policies and informal procedures 
occur? 
7. What policies or procedures might reduce disproportionality? 
8. What is the overall attitude in the organization about disproportionality?  
9. Where and when does disproportionality mostly occur? 
10. Are African American youth treated differently by the system than youth from other 
races? If so, how? At what point in the process? By whom?  How is the difference 
evident?   
11. Every agency embodies certain values in the work that they take on and the mission and 
goals of the organization.  What do you think the values of your organization are towards 
delinquency or child abuse? Toward parents of delinquent or abused children? Towards 
African American youth and Caucasian youth? 
12. Is there a difference in where the referral comes from (i.e. who the referral source is) and 
if and how your organization responds to a complaint?  Does race or neighborhood or zip 
code ever factor into the response decision? 
13. How do you think the problem of disproportionality could be solved? What could your 
agency, department, supervisor, co-workers do to help? 
 
Closure 
Thank you, ____________________ for participating in this research.  Do you have anything 
you would like to add?  Do you have any questions?  Can you think of anyone who you think 
I should interview?  Thank you for your time and participation.  If you think of anything or 
have any questions, you can contact me at 757-650-0508.  You can also contact my research 





Statement of Informed Consent for Individual Interviews Form 
Dear Participant: 
Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. You will be participating in a case study 
research project on disproportionality in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems comparing 
the Norfolk "system" to the Virginia Beach "system" and will be asking to conduct semi-
structured interviews with staff at all levels that work within the "system" to include judges, 
Directors, supervisors and front line staff.  The "system" in each locality will include the court, 
court service unit, detention, CAT/FAPT, department of social services (child protection and 
foster care units), and committee members of joint committees set up to address 
disproportionality.  The interviews will be confidential and last between thirty and sixty minutes.  
All identifying information of the interviewees will be eliminated.  You will be asked in general 
for your insights, honest thoughts and ideas about disproportionality, what systemic or and 
structural variables within the "system" continue to reinforce or create disproportionality and 
resist federal and state initiatives to reduce DMC, as well as what if any informal practices, 
policies, procedures they think lead to or contribute to DMC.  
Your participation is voluntary and involves participation in a face-to-face interview.  You may 
withdraw your consent at any time, including terminating the interview at any point in the 
process. Neither your identity nor the identity of the organization in which you may work will be 
revealed in the publication of research results.  Any information provided by you in the study will 
be afforded professional standards for protection of confidentiality and will not be published or 
shared with the Agency, except in aggregate form, without personal identifiers.   
 
The nature of this study should not be invasive or embarrassing. Questions are confined to ones 
that address your professional situation, beliefs, perceptions, problem-solving, and/or 
demographics.  Any information provided by you in the study will be afforded professional 
standards for protection of confidentiality.  
Interviews may be recorded only with the explicit permission of the individual being interviewed.  
The recording of interviews is only to assist the researcher in accurately transcribing what is said 
and will not be shared with anyone else.  No identifying information will be included in the 
taping of the interview.  Please indicate below whether you give your permission to have the 
interview taped and place your initial by the appropriate box. 
 I give my permission to have the interview recorded:  _____________ 
       (Initials) 
 I DO NOT give my permission to have the interview recorded but understand and agree that 
handwritten notes may be taken during interviews that are not recorded.  ___________ 




This research involves a series of individual interviews and then when those are completed, 
participants will be invited to participate in a follow-up focus group.  The focus group will be 
comprised of individuals like yourself who work in the local child welfare and juvenile justice 
system who will be coming together to discuss disproportionality.  If you are willing to be 
contacted by telephone to be included in the focus group, please indicate below that you give 
your permission for such contact to occur.  If you do not give your permission, you will not be 
contacted.  Participation in the focus group is voluntary and consent may be withdrawn at any 
time.  
⁪ 
 I give my permission to be contacted to participate in the focus group:  _____________ 
                              (Initials) 
 I DO NOT wish to participate in a focus group and do not want to be contacted.  ___________ 
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“ we want to help until you ma.. 
A family is cooperative that participates 
a lot of people black and whit.. 
African American youth are dis.. 
African American youth are treated differently 
Arrest and post dispositional .. 
belief that blacks are more vi.. 
black children need to be fixed 
black co workers think it is a problem whites do not 
black males are feared 
black people are feared 
Black people believe white peo.. 
black people need to know how to act white in court 
black PO's work harder with white youth 
black PO more harsh with black youth 
black youth commit more crime 
black youth get locked up and white youth get treatment 
blacks and white don’t talk to.. 
children are not the same as adults 
class matters 
Culture writes off black kids 
DAI/JDAI is working 
differential treatment for drug use 
disproportionality is a big pr.. 
DJJ wants to treat children like adults 
DMC is related to a lack of resources 
DMC is related to racism 
DMC occurs in assessment 
DMC occurs in new absconder policy 
DMC occurs in overrides 
DMC occurs in unequal representation 
DMC occurs in violations of probation and commitments 
DMC persists because people don't talk about it 
DMC related to bias towards single AA parents 
DMC related to drug addiction 
DMC related to exposure to violence 
DMC related to maladaptive behavior 
DMC related to organizational policies 
DMC related to perceptions related to lack of supervision 
DMC related to policing policies 
DMC related to poverty 
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DMC related to professional biases 
DMC related to truancy 
DMC the result of self fulfilling prophecy 
Do you think African American .. 
Don’t see it as a major proble.. 
Early intervention would help 
education about biases would help 
education not important 
families mistrust the system a.. 
help is provided because you are inferior 
how white c-workers talk about.. 
I have to work harder with white clients 
I think the policies and regul.. 
I work harder on African American cases to avoid being biased 
it’s unconscious, people aren’.. 
judges are unbiased 
Judges don't care about DAI 
kids and families who willingl.. 
newer employees are more recep.. 
no difference in how black and white staff treat black youth 
org values are we do what is best 
org values kids are good 
org values we just want to lock you up 
people do not convey that it is an important issue 
People don't care about DMC 
police and judges have bias towards black people 
race matters 
racial bias is subtle 
school referrals treated differently 
see black people as inferior, .. 
some comments people make, par.. 
The culture is responsible, th.. 
the depth of the problem is overwhelming 
there is an inherent bias, 
there is visible tension in th.. 
train people about how to act in court/system 
Train police officers 
treat children the same 
We talk about DMS regularly 
we value treatment 
We, including judges look at t.. 
where the referral comes from matters 
white children just make mistakes 
you are not like me mentality 
you can’t train people out of .. 
zip code does not matter 
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